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Abstract
This hermeneutic phenomenological study examined the efficacy of employee resource
groups (ERGs) on African American and Hispanic women of color in their career
trajectories up the corporate ladder. This study included 11 women of African American,
Hispanic, and Latin American descent who were members of ERGs for 5 or more years.
Three research questions were posed: (a) What do participants of ERGs believe are their
benefits to themselves and their organization? (b) How can minority ERGs facilitate
professional development and educational sessions? (c) What does the successful
implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the communities in which members live
and work? Findings include: (a) ERGs are beneficial to women of color, (b) ERGs can
successfully facilitate professional development, and (c) ERGs can be successfully
implemented into the corporate structure and culture. This study yielded three new
insights: (a) self-identification of Hispanic and Latin American employees, (b) the
diversity of trauma based on race and ethnicity, and (c) diversity and inclusion (D&I)
burnout due to lack of representation. Recommendations for practice include encouraging
leadership to recognize and support the work of ERGs, capturing statistical data on
ERGs, and acknowledging bias experienced by women of color. Recommendations for
future research include interviewing other women of color as well as sponsors of ERGs
and investigating the self-identification of immigrants.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Introduction
Women of color experience situations in which their authority is undermined, their
competence compromised, and their power limited (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). President
Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which has a section that protects
individuals against employment discrimination on the basis of sex, race, color, national
origin, and religion. Yet, in the 21st century, discrimination in the workplace still exists
for women of color (Sweeney, 2009). Women of color have to repeatedly prove that they
belong in corporate workplaces, from being mistaken for the janitorial or administrative
staff to facing discrimination for coming to work with their natural hair, women of color
experience microaggressions, double standards, bias, stereotypes, and barriers due to their
gender and race (Nelson, 2014; Sweeney, 2009; Tulshyan, 2019; Washington & Roberts,
2019). Employee resource groups (ERGs) started as grassroots organizations to combat
racism and promote an inclusive work environment at Xerox in Rochester, NY, in 1970
(Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). Despite their efforts to combat
discrimination in the workplace, discrimination persists in professional environments.
From the inception of ERGs in 1970 until 2021, only four African American
women have been named CEO of a Fortune 500 company (Agence France Presse, 2021;
Good, 2021). There have only been two Hispanic women named CEO of a Fortune 500
company (Connley, 2019). The impact of ERGs on women of color, especially in
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advancing into the board of directors, c-suite, and senior leadership positions, is the focus
of study for this dissertation. For this study, the term “women of color” refers to women
of African American, Hispanic, and Latin American descent. While there are other racial
categories of women of color, the line of inquiry for this study is most salient, at present,
to Hispanic and Latin American women who identify as women of color, along with
African American women. “c-suite” describes a cluster of a corporation's most important
senior executives (Bloomenthal, 2020). The c-suite or c-level gets its name from the top
senior executives' titles, starting with the word “chief” as chief executive officer, chief
financial officer, or chief information officer. In addition to mitigating racism, ERGs
were created to develop leadership pathways for its membership (Green, 2018). ERGs
have grown and their roles have evolved. Bierema (2005) defines ERGs as the banding
together of like-minded people for contact, friendship, and support in a work setting.
Scott (2010) describes ERGs as employee-driven organizations typically formed around a
characteristic of diversity such as race, gender, sexual orientation, status, or profession.
Green (2018) defines ERGs as communities brought together by social identity
characteristics, including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and differing-ability
levels. For this study, “ERGs” refers to voluntary groups of employees coming together
to promote diversity and inclusion initiatives set forth by an organization by facilitating
interaction and social engagement to support and address issues of common interests.
Other terms for ERGs are affinity groups, employee networks, employee councils,
employee forums, and business resource groups (Abdullah et al., 2016; Glassman &
Glassman, 2017; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al., 2017; Welbourne et al., 2017). The term
“ERG” will be used exclusively throughout this dissertation.
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According to Cook and Glass (2013), of all companies identified as Fortune 500
companies, only four were headed by people of color, and 21 were headed by women. In
2019, 36% of boards in Fortune 500 companies were comprised of at least three women
(Catalyst, 2020). Geisha William of Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) was the only
Hispanic CEO, serving from 2017 to 2019 (Connley, 2019). In 2020, there were no
African American or Hispanic women CEOs of Fortune 500 companies (Jain-Link et al.,
2020). However, in 2021, there were three African American women who became CEOs
of Fortune 500 companies. This is despite the fact that many women of color are highly
educated.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2019a), the
number of bachelor's degrees awarded to Hispanic students increased from 77,700 for
2000-2001 to 235,000 for 2015- 2016. NCES (2019b) states that the number of bachelor's
degrees awarded to African American students increased from 111,300 in 2000-2001 to
194,500 in 2015-2016. Across racial and ethnic groups, female students earned the
majority of certificates, associates, and bachelor's degrees. Nevertheless, women are not
reflected in the numbers that make up the board of directors, executive, and senior
leadership positions in the financial and technology sectors. Women of color attaining
advanced degrees show that ambition and hard work are not deterrents to their aptitudes
and ambitions, yet research suggests otherwise (Cook & Glass, 2013; Donnellon &
Langowitz, 2009; Gotsis & Grimani, 2016).
Despite women of color attaining advanced degrees, their representation in senior,
executive, and board of director positions is minimal. For instance, looking at women of
color from an ERGs' impact perspective will show how many women of color have
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obtained advanced degrees, both to prove themselves and to combat pervasive stereotypes
of being lazy, unruly, and uneducated (Cook & Glass, 2013; Donnellon & Langowitz,
2009; Gotsis & Grimani, 2016). For example, in 1986, Xerox's Black Women's
Leadership Council served to address issues unique to African American women,
including advancing their professional development. In conjunction with the Balanced
Workforce Strategy, the Black Women's Leadership Council added to the overall impact
of women of color at Xerox. Among senior managers at Xerox, presentation of color rose
from 3.5% in 1995 to 4.9% in 1999 (PR Newswire, 1999). For this reason, the ERG’s
purpose was to create a pathway to leadership for African American women at Xerox.
The U.S. Department of Labor (1991) defines the glass ceiling as “those artificial
barriers based on an attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals
from advancing upward in their organization into senior-level positions” (para. 1). Unlike
Caucasian women, women of color deal with an additional barrier, such as the “concrete
ceiling.” Similar to the glass ceiling, the concrete ceiling refers to the invisible barriers
hindering women of color from advancing their careers, such as stereotypes, unconscious
bias, the confidence gap, and lack of opportunity (Babers, 2016). According to SanchezHucles and David (2010), the “concrete wall,” concrete ceiling, or “sticky floor” are the
thicker barriers or historical impediments women of color experience based on racism
combined with sexism. According to Byrd (2009), the concrete ceiling is defined as
barriers women of color encounter while advancing in management and leadership roles,
which is denser and more challenging to break through than the glass ceiling. Women of
color have to shatter the concrete ceiling to ascend in corporate America's echelon;
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however, it does not mean that slights and indignities have been eliminated from their
daily experience (Frei & Morriss, 2020).
In Beckwith et al.’s (2016) example, the confluence of racism and sexism, also
known as intersectionality, still imposes significant restraints on utilizing the competence
and talents of African American women. Mentoring and sponsorship are essential for
African American women executives to support their competence and professional
effectiveness as well as to break down isolation barriers that are inherent with their stillmarginalized status as both female and of color (Beckwith et al., 2016; Jean-Marie et al.,
2009; Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). Many African American female executives—a
significant 31%—consider the persistent lack of mentors and colleagues who share the
same racial/ethnic identity to be a considerable barrier in the workplace (Beckwith et al.,
2016). One consequence of not having access to senior-level mentors is a decreased
likelihood of getting access to a critical position that promotes career advancement
(Beckwith et al., 2016). In other words, representation matters when it comes to career
advancement for women of color. ERGs help mitigate the concrete ceiling phenomenon
and feelings of isolation by facilitating mentoring and sponsorship programs with senior
leadership, professional development, and networking opportunities from which women
of color have stated they are often excluded.
This dissertation analyzes these issues from ERGs participants’ perspectives and
considers how these groups serve to support women of color as they pursue their career
ambitions and goals. Many organizations use ERGs to develop employees by providing
professional development, mentoring opportunities, and senior leadership access through
workshops and networking events. This study will take an in-depth look at ERGs and
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what, if any, their impact has been on women of color. ERGs can be used as a vehicle for
examining bias in a company. ERGs aid in management examining their evaluative
process by asking why Caucasian women obtain leadership positions while women of
color do not (Reed, 2011). This research will investigate how ERGs, through inclusive
leadership (IL), enable the voices of women of color to be heard and their accolades to
show their competence in becoming leaders.
Employee Resource Groups
ERGs started as a grassroots initiative to combat racial discrimination and
inclusion at Xerox in Rochester, NY, but have grown into voluntary internal groups
sponsored by companies that host them (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017).
ERGs have many aliases (e.g., affinity groups, employee networks, employee councils,
employee forums, business resource groups). ERGs address the needs of
underrepresented populations in corporate America (Abdullah et al., 2016; Annabi &
Tari, 2018; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). These populations include women,
LGBTQ+, ethnic and racial minorities, individuals with disabilities, generational, and
veterans, to name a few. Despite being around since 1970, there is limited research on
how ERGs aid women of color in advancement opportunities.
The literature reveals what ERGs are, their value proposition to their members
and organizations, and their relationship with diversity and inclusion efforts (Green,
2018; Reed, 2011). Case studies mention how ERGs are involved with recruitment and
retention, but there is more information on how they assist with retention than
recruitment (Ainslie & Huffman, 2019; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al., 2017; Reed, 2011).
Offering professional development to their members via informal and formal training,
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facilitating speaker series, mentorships, sponsorships, and access to senior and executive
leadership are things ERGs do to retain employees. The only mention of recruitment is
for ERGs to be accessible via the website and included in recruitment materials (Annabi
& Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Reed, 2011). There is no mention of ERGs
and their relationships with women of color. This study will investigate the professional
barriers experienced by women of color and how ERGs may aid in mitigating them to
promote women of color into senior, executive, and board of director positions.
ERGs primarily emphasize the mission of cultivating an inclusive professional
environment under the umbrella of the organization's mission, vision, goals, business
practices, and objectives. Over 90% of Fortune 500 companies support ERGs (Annabi &
Tari, 2018; Cook & Glass, 2013; Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Reed, 2011). Having
ERGs is a company's way of showing its commitment to diversity and inclusion (Annabi
& Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman, 2017). ERGs based on race, gender, ethnicity, or
sexual orientation dedicate themselves to initiating and supporting a professional context
that cultivates not only their members’ success, but also promotes facilitates
organizational shifts toward more representative diversity and inclusion.
Categories, Realms, and Topologies of ERGs
There are three main types of ERGs: social-cause centered, career centered, and
attributes/demographics centered (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). Socialcause-centered groups bring employees together who want to support public and social
good (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). The topology of social-cause
centered groups is connective topology (Green, 2018). Members support work-life
balance, pursue financial and educational literacy programs, participate in cancer
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awareness events, and support environmental issues, to name a few. A second topology is
the professionally centered or career-focused group. Employees in similar professional
roles form professionally centered ERGs to support their professional development
(Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). For example, Ford Motor Company has a
finance ERG (Scott, 2010). Finally, the attribute–centered groups are the most familiar
and traditional. Attribute-centered groups focus on employees' characteristics or
demographics such as race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, disability, and
intergenerational, to name a few (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Bierema, 2005; Green, 2018;
Jones et al., 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017).
Donnellon and Langowitz (2009) provide two other topologies: developmental
and strategic. The strategic use of ERGs deals with recruitment, retention, and talent
development (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Green; 2018; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al., 2017;
Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). The development use of ERGs includes mentoring
and business development activities such as client events (Donnellon & Langowitz,
2009). Many times, ERGs do not work in the categories in isolation. ERGs collaborate to
engage a broader audience in personnel and professional development, facilitate
community events and provide mentoring opportunities to all employees regardless of
membership (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Green, 2018; Lieber, 2012; Welbourne et al., 2017).
This research focuses on attribute-centered ERGs that support women of color.
Growth of ERGs
As stated above, starting as grassroots initiatives, ERGs have broadened beyond
concerns and solidarity around race to cultivate communities based on other affiliations,
interests, and identity groups (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). Most ERGs
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are now company-sponsored (Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Green, 2018), with 91% of
Fortune 500 companies having executive sponsors within the company and allocating an
operating budget for programming and event planning (Donnellon & Langowitz, 2009).
In one example of a non-Fortune 500 company, Oakland University provides each
employee resource group with a $2000 annual budget funded by the university diversity
and compliance office (Scott, 2010). Internal groups that makeup ERGs include women,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBTQ+), multicultural and multinational
participants, military veterans, individuals with disabilities, working parents, religious
groups, generational groups, and single parents (Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Jones et
al., 2018; Lieber, 2012; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). One thing missing is ERG’s
impact on women of color. In summary, as companies continue to invest in diversity and
inclusion initiatives, how are their growth, diversity, and inclusion initiatives impacting
women of color, especially when it comes to recruitment and retention?
Alternative perspectives that may impact this study's results are that some
companies do not have ERGs. They have been named in the Fortune 500 Best Places to
Work because these groups' work is embedded in the organization's overall culture. Even
though over 90% of Fortune 500 companies have ERGs, some companies are not in favor
of them (Glassman & Glassman, 2017). Indeed, Glassman and Glassman (2017) state that
ERGs could be viewed as diminishing the capacity to refine the sophistication of one’s
understanding and relationship with the notion and practices of diversity. Ironically,
ERGs inadvertently foment hostility towards themselves because the organization is
causing social pressure for political correctness. Some organizations view ERGs as
“repackaged affirmative action” because to fulfill diversity and inclusion initiatives, a
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certain number of candidates must represent underrepresented minorities (Green, 2018;
Welbourne et al., 2017). Some feel that these groups will be used in recruitment practices
for the wrong reasons. Instead of identifying top talent, they will recruit for numbers
instead of quality or merit. With that said, hiring for the sake of numbers of a specific
population in a workforce without actually looking at the quality of candidates can lead to
a decline in the firm's performance, increased turnover and absenteeism, and division
among ERGs and departments. When the focus is only on racial minority numbers,
especially for those in leadership, without qualified candidates, the firm's performance
will decline (Scott, 2010). Further complicating this issue is the attitudes of some in
senior leadership who may say outright that they cannot find qualified candidates of color
for positions in their firm, thus arguably trying to fill “quotas” without sincere attention
to the qualifications of candidates of color, or to the effort to diversify their organization
at all (CNBC, 2020).
Another perspective is whether ERGs should be used in recruitment efforts.
According to Glassman and Glassman (2017), management should clarify that ERGs
should not deal with human resource (HR) issues. In the same study, they describe how
ERGs help minimize Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) complaints
by supporting members of a protected class. This is a deliberate contradiction for ERGs.
While they might be prohibited from dealing with HR issues, ERGs are also used to
recruit talent by their presence on corporate websites and printed materials, suggesting to
candidates that the organization supports the concerns advocated by the publicized ERGs
(Annabi & Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman, 2017) and that it is intentional with
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identifying the right talent, meeting the talent where they are, and having representation
that looks like them that would make them feel welcome to apply.
Problem Statement
One of the responsibilities of ERGs was to create a leadership pathway for
minorities. Since the Fortune 500 list was first published in 1955, there have only been 19
African American CEOs out of 1,800 CEOs (Wahba, 2021). Only 2% of Fortune 500
senior executives and 8% of leadership and board members of non-profit organizations
are Black (Washington et al., 2019). Out of the 20 African American CEOs, only four
were African American women (Agence France Presse, 2021; Wahba, 2021). From 2009
to 2016, Ursula Burns, a biracial African American and Hispanic woman, was the CEO
of Xerox (Beckwith et al., 2016; Good, 2021; Wahba, 2021). From May 2019 to
November 2019, Mary Winston served as interim CEO of Bed Bath and Beyond, making
her the second African American woman to hold CEO roles (Good, 2021; Wahba, 2021).
On March 15, 2021, 5 years since Ursula Burns stepped down as CEO of Xerox,
Rosalind Brewer started her tenure as CEO of Walgreens Boots Alliance (Good, 2021;
Wahba, 2021). She is the third African American woman to fill the CEO role of a Fortune
500 company (Good, 2021). On May 1, 2021, Thasunda Brown Duckett replaced Roger
Ferguson as the new CEO of TIAA (Agence France Presse, 2021). Thasunda Brown
Duckett became the fourth African American woman to hold a Fortune 500 company's
CEO position.
According to a 2015 report by CNN, there have only been nine Hispanic CEOs
(Garcia, 2015). Ursula Burns was the first Hispanic woman CEO owing to her
Panamanian heritage (Connley, 2019). Geisha Williams became the second Hispanic
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woman named CEO of PG&E in 2017, only to step down from the position in January
2019 (Connley, 2019). As of 2021, no Hispanic women are serving as CEO of a Fortune
500 company. Given the statistics above, women of color lack representation in the csuite, board of directors, and senior leadership positions. When they are in executive
leadership positions, especially in the financial and technology sectors, they receive less
pay, promotional opportunities, benefits, and other economic rewards than their white
male counterparts (Babers, 2016; Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014). One wonders how ERGs
impact the welfare of women of color, especially in terms of disparities in pay,
promotional opportunities, benefits, and other economic rewards.
One of the missions of ERGs is to improve recruitment, retention, and
advancement opportunities for women (Bierema, 2005). While ERGs for women have
been around for over 25 years, there is limited research on their impact on women of
color. Besides, there is also little research on ERGs dedicated to supporting minorities.
This research project aims to better understand the experiences of women of color,
especially African American, Hispanic, and Latin American women, within ERGs and
the role of ERGs, if any, on their career advancement and professional experience.
Theoretical Rationale
The theoretical rationale used for this research is inclusive leadership (IL). IL is
built upon the belief that everything is connected and has several meanings. Hollander
(2009) argues that inclusive leadership fundamentally aims to foster interpersonal
relations and connections that ultimately yield outcomes that are mutually beneficial for
all involved. In former leadership forms, leaders would incentivize people to persuade
them to comply with the job or task at hand. IL is a type of leadership where tasks and
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decisions involve people collaboratively instead of exerting control over people (Bortini
et al., 2016; Hollander, 2009). IL emphasizes the courage that is required to challenge a
status quo that has historically marginalized some members of society and to endeavor to
make concerted efforts to dismantle the barriers levied against people at risk of being
excluded. There is a reciprocal relationship between leaders and followers. This
relationship is based on respect, recognition, responsiveness, and responsibility
(Hollander, 2009). Bourke and Espedido (2020) describe inclusive leaders as having six
signature traits which are: (a) visible commitment to diversity and inclusion, (b) humility,
(c) awareness of bias, (d) curiosity about others, (e) cultural intelligence, and (f) effective
collaboration techniques. Leaders respect the diversity in the people who report to them.
They learn each of their report's skill sets, motivations, and talents and include them in
the decision-making process. The leader recognizes that each employee is unique and has
something valuable to bring to the table. The leaders respond to each employee's
uniqueness by providing opportunities that are in line with these qualities. Leaders'
responsibility is to embrace each employee's diversity and provide opportunities to grow,
participate in decision making, and develop leaders. In IL, the relationship between
leaders and those they lead is of primary importance, where followers are given an active
role in cultivating their relationships with the leader, influencing the dynamics of the
relationship and the workplace at large, and determining accountability within and to the
relationship. IL theory is a departure from the long tradition of focusing on the leader as
the means of understanding leadership and leadership dynamics (Hollander, 2009).
According to Bortini et al. (2016), IL centers around relationships and values
personal differences, creating a foundation of trust that supports personal and
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professional growth. IL calls for powerful accountability among all individuals involved,
from a professional to a personal level, and considers that professional development is
not really possible without personal development as well. It broadens its focus from
professional efficacy and productivity to personal skills and capacities less directly
correlated with those measurements, such as system thinking, persuasion, intuition,
foresight, and listening with intent (Bortini et al., 2016). With IL, the leader must also
become a follower and vice versa. There is a reciprocity component between a leader and
followers in IL. IL calls for certain preconditions to enable openness and inclusion. These
preconditions acknowledge and value everyone's inherent worth, undergirded by an
emphasis on human rights, interconnection, the role of power, and the courage to share
responsibility and accountability. ERGs provide outlets so employees can be themselves
(Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Leslie et al., 2019; McPhee et al., 2017). For example, one
of the participants in McPhee et al.’s (2017) study of an Aboriginal ERG stated, “It is
good to be able to ask about the culture, careers, professional development that you may
not feel comfortable discussing with your manager” (p. 1112). Another participant stated:
When I first started, I would be shy around clients. I would not ask many
questions. You get in the ERG and develop those skills. Now, it is not a big
challenge to ask questions. ERG helped me do my job, and that helps the
organization. (p. 1112)
In groups dedicated to women, regardless of decision rule, group talk time
increases, and women often raise specific concerns. This also occurs in groups where
women predominate (yet men are also present) (Abdullah et al., 2016). This leads to
women who are less sensitive to others' critical or negative comments. They may
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articulate a preference for more generous support to the poor, and the group makes
decisions that align with those more socially conscious preferences.
Concerning leadership, attending an ERG meeting helps leaders immerse
themselves in situations that expose them to diverse stakeholders (and which might make
them uncomfortable because of their novelty and unfamiliarity) (Bourke & Espedido,
2020). ERGs aid leadership in understanding their workforce, customer base, and the
markets in which they focus. IL helps emphasize the business case for diversity and
inclusion, recognize bias, and cultivate a sense of belonging by making people feel
valued. People bring their unique identities, perspectives, and talents and meeting people
where and who they are at an eye-to-eye level achieves this aim (Bortini et al., 2016;
Bourke & Espedido, 2020). This dissertation will use IL to frame the inquiry on the
impact of ERGs on African American and Hispanic women of color.
Statement of Purpose
This study aims to analyze the impact of ERGs on women of color, namely on
African American, Hispanic, and Latin American women. We know that there are very
few women of color in senior leadership, c-suite, and board of director positions. There
have only been three African American, one Hispanic, and one African American of
Hispanic descent women who became CEOs since the inception of ERGs in 1970.
Research that shows the impact of ERGs on women of color is limited. There are studies
on women's ERGs. There are studies on minority ERGs. This dissertation will investigate
an intersection of these groups to see if they impact women of color in their aspiration to
climb the corporate ladder and the role of ERGs on women of color.
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Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to analyze the impact of ERGs on women of color, if
any, as they ascend the corporate ladder. This study will address this purpose by asking
the following questions:
1. What do participants of ERGs believe are their benefits to themselves and their
organization?
2. How can minority ERGs facilitate professional development and educational
sessions?
3. What does the successful implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the
communities in which members live and work?
Significance of the Study
This study helps to close the gap in the literature on ERGs as it concerns women
of color, especially African American, Hispanic, and Latin American women. This is a
contribution because this addresses a demographic that has been overlooked in the
current body of literature. It also examined the lived experiences of women of color who
are members of ERGs. Participants shared their experiences within ERGs and the role of
these organizations in career advancement. Through the examples lived by participants,
this study revealed whether or not ERGs played a role in their career advancement,
professional development, and accessibility to leadership. This will benefit organizations
looking to create or invest in ERGs within their own organizations. Organizations would
also use these groups for employee engagement. Women of color will benefit from this
study because they can see how these groups could aid in their professional development
and career advancement. Society at large would benefit from this study by seeing an

16

organization that has ERGs as a means to celebrate their employees who fall under these
demographics. In other words, this study is making a contribution by “breaking the ice,”
so to speak, and opening a line of communication, inquiry, and questioning, which in
turn, will yield other questions, inquiries, and lines of further inquiry.
Definition of Terms
As stated above, ERGs are known by many names. These names include affinity
groups, employee networks, employee councils, employee forums, employee networks,
and business resource groups (Abdullah et al., 2016; Bierema, 2005; Glassman &
Glassman, 2017; Green, 2018; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al., 2017; Scott, 2010;
Welbourne et al., 2017). Annabi and Tari (2018) state that the primary purpose of ERGs
is to facilitate interaction and social engagement to support and address issues of
common interests. For this study, ERG refers to voluntary groups of employees coming
together for a common cause to promote diversity and inclusion initiatives set forth by an
organization.
Women of color, for this study, include women of Hispanic and African
American descent. While there are other racial categories of women of color, the line of
inquiry for this study is most salient, at present, to Hispanic and African American
women. However, expanding the scope of inquiry in future research is warranted.
c-suite, also known as c-level, describes the cluster of a corporation's most important
senior executives, such as the chief executive officer, chief operating officer, chief
information officer, and chief financial officer (Bloomenthal, 2020). The term “c-suite”
derives from the fact that those titles begin with the letter “c” or the word “chief.”
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The concrete ceiling is defined as the invisible barrier hindering women of color
from advancing their careers, such as stereotypes, unconscious bias, the confidence gap,
and lack of opportunity (Babers, 2016). According to Byrd (2009), the concrete ceiling is
defined as barriers women of color encounter while advancing in management and
leadership roles, which is denser and more challenging to break through than the glass
ceiling. The “old” or “ole” boys club is a system that allows for racial prejudice to linger
and endure and, as a result, creates a social situation usually across racial lines (Byrd,
2009).
The U.S. Department of Labor (1991) defines the glass ceiling as “those artificial
barriers based on an attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals
from advancing upward in their organization into senior-level positions” (para. 1). The
glass cliff is a metaphor to describe a phenomenon whereby women are more likely than
men to be appointed to top leadership positions in organizations that are struggling, in
crisis, and at risk to fail (Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014; Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010).
According to Nelson (2014), unconscious biases are prejudices based on
stereotypes people hold towards others based on the social groups to which they belong.
Similarly, stereotypes are a constellation of traits, characteristics, skills, and values that
people ascribe to members of a social group, such as gender, race, age, religion, and
nationality, just to name a few. Double outsider, double jeopardy, and dual bias are used
synonymously to describe the issues African American women experience due to
intersectionality (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010).
This study is considered to be backyard research because the study took place
within the researcher’s professional organization. Backyard research could also include
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studying the researcher’s friends, immediate work settings, or organizations they are
affiliated with (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Another term used in this study is purposeful selection. Purposeful selection
occurs when the researcher intentionally selects participants or sites to help understand
the research problem and questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Clustered in staff is a
term used to describe non-visible jobs where there is no upward mobility. These jobs
would also be considered line jobs (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). Tokenism describes
the practice of making no more than a minimal effort, as in offering opportunities to
minorities that are equal to those in the majority without taking into consideration
competence or qualifications (Cook & Glass, 2013; Merriam-Webster, 2021). The two
main ERGs discussed in this dissertation are the African American Resource Group
(AARG) and the Hispanic Resource Group (HOLA). HOLA is not an acronym; it means
“hello” in Spanish (M&T Bank, 2019).
Chapter Summary
In summary, ERGs have been around since the 1970s, yet there is little research
on their impact on women of color. Research shows that women of color obtain advanced
degrees at increasing rates, yet their representation is minimal on board of directors, csuite, and senior leadership positions. ERGs have grown from their grassroots beginnings
to include various topologies such as social–cause centered, professionally centered, and
attribute centered. For this study, attribute–centered ERGs will be examined. ERGs are
now used in diversity and inclusion initiatives to develop their membership, offer
mentoring opportunities, and facilitate exposure to senior leadership. Do ERGs genuinely
impact women of color, or are there other circumstances in corporate America that aid in
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advancing women of color? How ERGs impact the professional advancement of women
of color will be explored in this dissertation. This dissertation will review ERGs through
the lens of IL to discern the correlations between the existence of these groups and the
professional trajectories of women of color.
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on ERGs, race, gender, and women of color in the
workplace, women of color in Fortune 500 companies, barriers and stereotypes, and
opposition to ERGs. Chapter 3 describes the methodology for this study. Chapter 4
presents the findings, and Chapter 5 offers a discussion of these findings, as well as
suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
In Chapter 1, ERGs are defined as voluntary groups of employees coming
together for a common cause to promote diversity and inclusion initiatives set forth by an
organization. ERGs address the needs of underrepresented populations in corporate
America (Abdullah et al., 2016; Annabi & Tari, 2018; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al.,
2017). These needs include professional development, networking opportunities,
mentoring, sponsorship, and mitigation of bias and stereotypes of its members (Abdullah
et al., 2016; Ainslie & Huffman, 2019; Annabi & Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman,
2017; Green, 2018; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al., 2017; Reed, 2011; Scott, 2010;
Welbourne et al., 2017).
Despite obtaining advanced degrees, the representation of women of color on the
board of directors, c-suite, and senior leadership positions is limited. Although ERGs
have been in existence since 1970, there have only been three African American, one
Hispanic, and one African American of Hispanic-descent women who have been CEOs
of Fortune 500 companies (Agence France Presse, 2021; Beckwith et al., 2016; Good,
2021; Wahba, 2021). This study aims to better understand the experiences of women of
color within ERGs and the role of ERGs, if any, on their career advancement and
professional experience.
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Review of the Literature
This review of literature is divided into four themes. The first discusses ERGs'
impact. The second examines race, gender, and women of color in the workplace. Also,
the barriers and stereotypes of women of color in Fortune 500 companies are discussed.
The fourth theme examines opposition to ERGs. These themes will contribute to the body
of work on ERGs and their impact on women of color.
The Impact of ERGs
As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of ERGs is to provide networking
opportunities, professional development, mentorship, and sponsorship and help its
members overcome weaknesses, biases, and stereotypes (Reed, 2011). The aim of this
proposed study is to review the impact of ERGs on women of color. ERGs started as a
grassroots initiative to combat racial discrimination against African American employees
at Xerox in Rochester, NY, in 1970. ERGs have grown into voluntary internal groups
sponsored by companies that host them (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017).
ERGs have many denotations, such as affinity groups, employee networks, employee
councils, employee forums, and business resource groups. ERGs address the needs of
underrepresented populations in corporate America (Abdullah et al., 2016; Annabi &
Tari, 2018; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). These populations include women,
LGBTQ+, minorities, individuals with disabilities, generational, and veterans, to name a
few. Despite being around since 1970, there is limited research on how ERGs aid women
of color in advancement opportunities.
Impact of ERGs on Recruitment and Retention. There are some contradictions
in the literature concerning the impact of ERGs on the recruitment and retention of
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women of color. Ainslie and Huffman (2009) opine that HR leadership must evaluate HR
policies. Such barriers that prevent employees with particular expertise from engaging
with educators and preparing students and adult workers to earn valuable technical skills
must be mitigated and removed to allow these students and workers to become
competitive in a global economy. Scott (2010) believes that ERGs are beneficial because
they help organizations attract and retain diverse talent. This contradicts the perspective
of Glassman and Glassman (2017), who argue that ERGs should not deal with HR issues.
Green’s (2018) case study explains how ERGs allow for expanding minority employee
networks and increasing networking and career advancement opportunities. ERGs
represent the employees with the specialized skills to volunteer their time to facilitate
professional training programs with educators (Waite & McDonald, 2019). ERG
membership usually starts as a grassroots initiative, allowing them to understand their
community needs better because they reflect the community (Annabi & Tari, 2018;
Welbourne et al., 2017). For example, at General Electric (GE), the African American
Forum made presentations to Black engineers' universities and professional societies and
organized site tours throughout the plant to educate interns, recruits, and the public
(Reed, 2011). GE’s African American Forum developed businesses in Africa and donated
$20 million in medical equipment. ERGs build their membership and promote their
organizations, as a whole, through university programming, professional outreach, and
business opportunities that expand their reach. Some researchers believe that companies
that do not have ERGs publicized on their website may risk not attracting top talent
because job seekers want to see a reflection of themselves on the firm's website (Annabi
& Tari, 2018; Leslie et al., 2020). This is especially true for organizations trying to
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recruit outside of their footprint where job candidates are not knowledgeable about the
company itself, their commitments to the community, or their reputation (Lieber, 2012;
Scott, 2010).
Women ERGs. The literature discusses the impact of women ERGs and how
they were created out of necessity to combat stereotypes, bias, discrimination, and sexism
(Annabi & Tari, 2018; Donnellon & Langowitz, 2009; Lieber, 2012). Despite women
ERGs being in existence for over 25 years, there is limited research on their impact on
women of color.
While many companies are making progress in mitigating the gender gap between
men and women, women of color generally believe (and have experienced firsthand) that
gender diversity was originally created to support Caucasian women (Sankar, 2020). For
example, at GE, the Women's Network became the largest and most potent employee
resource group (Reed, 2011). The ERG was dominated by Caucasian women who
benefited from sharing the same race as the company's Caucasian male leadership. They
focused their efforts on training women on what they would need to advance their
careers. These trainings include public speaking, making presentations, and creating
teams between high-potential female employees with senior male executives who could
serve as mentors. This women ERG sponsored workshops on how employees could write
their internal resumes highlighting their educational and job accomplishments that could
be accessed through GE's database by management. The Women's Network's senior
members advised less experienced women on handling tricky situations, such as difficult
bosses or stubborn subordinates. This ERG advanced Caucasian women, not women of
color (Reed, 2011).
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Byrd (2009) discusses her participants' lived experiences of discrimination by
Caucasian women because they were women of color in leadership positions. According
to Reed (2011), women ERGs may not meet the needs of women of color because
Caucasian women are members of the more dominant race. Caucasian women will not
socialize with women of color outside of work (Byrd, 2009; Livingston & Opie, 2019;
Washington et al., 2019).
Race, Gender, and Women in the Workplace
As stated above, Green (2018) defines ERGs as communities brought together by
social identity characteristics, including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and
differing-ability levels. The inclusive nature of ERGs embraces the intersectionality
between race and gender.
The law of intersectionality explains power and oppression as being
multidimensional (Crenshaw, 1991). Race and gender are not “mutually exclusive
categories of analysis” (Afable, 2015, para. 2). Women of color do not experience
pressure or privileges discretely but simultaneously. Women of color can experience
race, gender, culture, as well as other unique identifiers that may come into play as a
result of intersectionality. For example, although Black women increasingly serve in
leadership positions in professional contexts, there is still the persistent challenge of
“gendered racism” that many Black women face, that is, the doubled challenge of being
both Black and female (Dickens & Chavez, 2018; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Studies have
proven that more women earn professional degrees for entry into traditionally male
professions (Education, IES National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Women also
experience isolation, exclusion from informal networks, and systemic discrimination. To
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fully capture African Americans' particular challenges in the United States through the
present day, critical race theory provides a framework for situating the lived experiences
and structural barriers against a “category” of people who have experienced racism,
discrimination, and marginalization merely by their ascribed association with that group,
an association that historically has been predominately based on phenotype.
Considering African American women's experiences, critical race theory
highlights the various ways Black women have been oppressed, particularly the double
jeopardy of race and gender. One example of an experience that African American
women experience is the “old” or “ole” boys club. The old (or ole) boys club is a system
that allows for racial prejudice to linger and endure. Many African American women feel
that the ole boys club creates a social situation usually across racial lines in professional
settings (Byrd, 2009). Historically, Black women's experiences have been omitted,
devalued, and misinterpreted. At the same time, they have fostered a worldview that
helps them create group solidarity and a shared worldview that connects them with each
other and helps them navigate racism, sexism, and discrimination (Hall et al., 2012; JeanMarie et al., 2009). According to Byrd (2009), Black women often experience situations
where they are compromised in terms of their earned authority, their competence, and
their power and efficacy. The dual and systemic discriminations of racism and sexism—
intersectionality—remain pervasive and permeate many sectors of society.
In a 2004 Catalyst study titled, “Advancing African American Women in the
Workplace: What Managers Need to Know,” 963 women were surveyed and 23 focus
groups with entry-level and mid-level African American women in Fortune 100
companies were interviewed. Several findings were revealed about the interactive effects
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of racism and sexism in the corporate sector (Hall et al., 2012; Jean-Marie et al., 2009).
One finding brought to light the fact that African American women encountered barriers
in their business which include cynical, race-based stereotypes. Another finding that
came out of this study was African American women are more frequently questioned
about their credibility and authority. African American women acknowledged the lack of
institutional support by their managers and leadership, another finding presented in the
study. African American women experienced a “double outsider” status. Double outsider
status, double jeopardy, and dual bias all represent issues experienced due to
intersectionality that was discussed earlier in this section. Women of color are not
members of the dominant race as are Caucasian women, nor are they members of the
dominant gender as are African American men (Reed, 2011). Caucasian women share
race with most colleagues or managers while African American men share gender with
most colleagues and managers. African American women report exclusion from informal
networks and conflicted relationships with Caucasian women among their challenges
(Glass & Cook, 2020; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Reed, 2011). Further, African American
women endure a persistent legacy of slavery, when there was legally sanctioned racial
segregation, discrimination, and exploitation based on phenotype. This legacy and the
ignorance and possible shame around it among those in positions of power—White men
and women—make race a continually sensitive and difficult topic for discussion in the
workplace (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Indeed, if discussion of race in Fortune 100
companies was prohibited, either tacitly or otherwise, it was found that diversity
programs had no effect while opportunities to advance to senior management positions
declined.
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In general, women have encountered sexism, discrimination, exclusion, and a lack
of career advancement opportunities. These events are compounded for women of color.
African American women have the added barrier of racism to hinder their advancement.
Sanchez-Hucles and David’s (2010) study exposed the fact that African American
women experience the double challenge of sexism and racism when advancing their
careers. The dual bias of racism and gender is the most prominent issue with which
African American women executives contend. Four significant themes are consistently
validated through research. The first uncovered was that African American women are at
a double disadvantage based on race and gender, which produces a different experience
from all other women and racial groups, perhaps due to the legacy of slavery and the
historical view and treatment of African American women (Sanchez-Hucles & David,
2010). The second theme revealed was owing to the history of slavery, the overall
treatment of African Americans in America and how African American women still
struggle with stereotypes and their influence on how they are perceived. The third theme
was the further impact of the dual bias or double jeopardy of race and gender often
isolates African American women in this experience within the workplace. The final
theme shared from the study was more is expected and more is needed for African
American women to excel compared to their same-sex peers. Discrimination against
women still exists today regarding pay and promotions (Beckwith et al., 2016; SanchezHucles & Davis, 2010). Research has shown that, although the salary gap has lessened
over the years from 42% in 1960 to 21% in 2014, there is still at least 40 years before the
wages of women will be equivalent to those of men (Beckwith et al., 2016). This
disparity still impacts African American and Hispanic women significantly. Caucasian
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women may experience gender discrimination, whereas African American women may
experience both gender and racial discrimination. The double whammy of gender and
racial discrimination makes it impossible for African American women to make accurate
causal attributions concerning potential bias if passed over for leadership development
opportunities. Race and gender cannot be separated for women of color. This means that
African American women typically do not experience race discrimination separate from
gender discrimination. For African American women, the two go hand in hand.
In a 1999 phenomenological study (Angel et al., 2013), one participant made this
statement:
I do not think that North Carolina is open and willing to embrace Black female
leadership, although I do not think that most North Carolina leaders will ever
admit it. Let us be real here for a moment; there are places in North Carolina that I
would not apply for a superintendent's position because they do not look like me
there and do not want anyone looking like me in their town. That is reasoning
enough for me never to apply. (p. 601)
Although they were intended to protect marginalized people, courts have often
failed to recognize the Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which is meant to protect
against discrimination based on immutable characteristics such as race and sex, claims
made by African American women. According to Afable (2015), women of color have
filed Title VII cases seeking intersectional discrimination. However, Title VII
“compartmentalizes discrimination into . . . discrete categories” (para. 2); therefore,
courts have been unable to “comprehend the intersectional experience” (p. 2).
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In 1976, DeGraffenreid v. General Motors, five African American women
attempted to sue General Motors for discrimination. Still, their claims were dismissed
because they were not covered within the existing legal framework. Caucasian female
employees had not experienced this particular discrimination, so the complaint could not
be covered under gender discrimination. African American male employees had not
experienced this discrimination either, so the complaint could not be covered under racial
discrimination. The U.S. judicial system did not have the legal nuance to address the
intersectionality of discrimination based on sex and race experienced by women of color
(Afable, 2015; Tulshyan, 2019).
However, another 1976 Title VII case was at odds with the ruling in
DeGraffenreid. In Payne v. Travernol, two African American women attempted to bring
a class-action suit against their employer on behalf of all African American employees
(Afable, 2015). The defendant requested that the plaintiffs not represent African
American men, and the court granted this request. In DeGraffenreid, African American
women were not allowed to advocate solely for African American women; in Payne, they
were forced to back African American women. The contradiction between these cases is
a “manifestation of the . . . limitations” of a single-axis, non-intersectional understanding
of discrimination (Afable, 2015, para. 4).
In 1980, the court in Jefferies v. Harris County Community Action Association
(HCCAA) (1980) recognized “combined claims of race and sex discrimination” (para.
25). Dafro Jefferies, an African American woman, alleged that she experienced sex, race,
and “interactive discrimination” when applying for a promotion (Afable, 2015, para. 5).
The court applied a “sex-plus” analysis established by the 1971 Supreme Court case
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Phillips v. Martin Marietta Corp. It demonstrated that employers could not discriminate
based on “sex plus a 'neutral factor'“ (Afable, 2015, para. 5). In this case, the neutral
factor was motherhood. Martin Marietta Corporation was discriminating against women
with children. In Jefferies, the neutral factor was race. The court found that “the fact that
African American males or Caucasian females were not subject to . . . discrimination is
irrelevant” (para. 5). While important, positioning race as a neutral factor implies it is
secondary to sex and creates a false notion that embodied traits or identities can be
isolated from each other (Afable, 2015). In other words, being a mother was an
acceptable neutral factor in the Phillips case, but race was not accepted as a neutral factor
in the Jefferies case.
According to Tulshyan (2019), an African American woman pointed out that her
organization should not celebrate its diversity numbers just yet because all its leaders
were Caucasian men and women. This was diversity based on sex but did not address the
intersectionality of race and sex or culture. Race is a difficult topic for many senior
leaders. By extension, they are doing their employees a disservice by ignoring the topic,
including equity, in the workplace (Tulshyan, 2019). More leaders are jumping headfirst
into gender diversity efforts that do not consider all women's experiences, particularly
women of color. Diversity and inclusion efforts should take an approach that includes the
concept of intersectionality to better identify and address barriers that women of color
face (Reed, 2011; Sankar, 2020; Tulshyan, 2019). Employee engagement surveys are
another area where the analysis is typically only broken down by race or sex. Women of
color in most organizations remain underrepresented and marginalized. They are often
the most underemployed and unemployed in several sectors. Leaders often say that they
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do not have enough women of color to specifically design initiatives that cater to that
demographic (Tulshyan, 2019).
Stereotypes and Barriers
In the 21st century, women of color, especially African American women, face a
new kind of workplace discrimination: subtle bias (Sweeney, 2009). Unlike “overt acts of
bigotry that are punishable by law, slight bias wends through workplaces like an odorless
vapor that, when left unchecked, stirs up feelings in Black women that range from
frustration to apathy to anger” (Jean-Marie et al., 2009, p. 566). In 2014, 35% of the Title
VII claims filed for racial discrimination and tracked by the EEOC resulted in $75
million in settlements. There was a peak in EEOC claims in 2013 for African Americans
and women, despite the many barriers and advances made over the years to elevate
women in the workplace to a level of equality (Beckwith et al., 2016). This study aims to
examine the impact of ERGs on women of color as they are used to mitigate bias and
stereotypes.
Top management positions and executive-level jobs are almost always thought to
be male oriented. This is because male traits include being achievement oriented,
aggressive, and emotionally tough—contrary to female traits—and which continue to
reinforce the female gender stereotype (Beckwith et al., 2016; Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014;
Hewlett et al., 2017). This means that executive positions are often considered to require
a different persona than women are believed to have. How African American women
executives communicate, lead, make decisions, and even assert themselves in the
workplace brings them under scrutiny (Beckwith et al., 2016; Walter et al., 2016).
According to Nelson (2014), this scrutiny emerges from unconscious biases, that is,
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prejudices people may hold towards different categories of people based on their
perceived membership in or association with particular groups. In other words,
unconscious biases are prejudices based on stereotypes people hold towards others based
on the social groups to which they belong (Nelson, 2014). Similarly, stereotypes are a
constellation of traits, characteristics, skills, and values that people ascribe to members of
a social group, such as gender, race, age, religion, and nationality, just to name a few
(Nelson, 2014). African American women executives are characterized as overly
aggressive in communication and mannerisms, which may not differ from their male
counterparts but is highly criticized. Many African American women executives have
stated that, for them, success does not come without assertive communication, hard work,
usually far more than that of their peers, and acceptance does not come easy or quickly.
Within these studies, African American women executives shared that they have to speak
up for their voices to be heard and assert themselves within their organizations to avoid
their power being minimized (Beckwith et al., 2016). African American women
executives have to work harder and outperform their counterparts, are often excluded
from informal social networks and have a more challenging time obtaining sponsors.
African American women executives shared that they have the added pressure and
responsibility of being the symbolic spokesperson for their race and gender. Thus, when
African American women executives sacrifice work events, they may limit their access to
informal networking events that could benefit career growth (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Barriers Women of Color Experience. Women of color experience many
barriers in the corporate workplace (Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014; Jean-Marie et al., 2016;
Nelson, 2014; Sweeney, 2009; Tulshyan, 2019). These barriers include the concrete
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ceiling, labyrinth, glass ceiling, glass cliff, savior effect, and sexism. The glass ceiling,
first coined by the United States Department of Labor (USDOL) in 1991, referred mainly
to the challenges White women were experiencing in corporate advancement. Later, other
terms representing the barriers other women face were coined. For example, unlike the
glass ceiling, the concrete ceiling is the term women of color use to describe
advancement barriers. The concrete ceiling is more difficult to penetrate and opaque,
obscuring the view of and aspiration towards the corner office (PR Newswire, 1999). The
concrete wall, concrete ceiling, or sticky floor are the thicker barriers or historical
impediments women of color experience based on racism combined with sexism
(Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). Women of color have to shatter the concrete ceiling to
move up corporate America's echelon. For example, for African American women, the
twin obstacles of racism and sexism still impose significant restraints on utilizing their
competence and talents (Beckwith et al., 2016).
The next barrier experienced by women of color is the labyrinth. The labyrinth is
the uneven path of upward progression for women in organizations. The labyrinth
emphasizes the diverse challenges posed by childcare needs, sexism, and discrimination
based on identity (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). This trajectory involves various
challenges, setbacks, indirect forays, and ventures into foreign territory rather than
following a straight line to the top.
The glass ceiling is the third barrier experienced by women of color. Workplace
practices, which are reinforced by societal norms, have contributed to the glass ceiling. In
1991, the United States Department of Labor (1991) defined the glass ceiling as “those
artificial barriers based on an attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified
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individuals from advancing upward in their organization into senior-level positions”
(para. 1). The glass ceiling metaphor has compelled scholars to identify mechanisms to
explain this reality, including discrimination, implicit bias, tokenism, lack of mentoring,
and exclusion from social and informational networks (Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014).
Another barrier or phenomenon experienced by women of color is the glass cliff.
Glass cliff is a metaphor to describe a phenomenon whereby women are more likely than
men to be appointed to top leadership positions in organizations that are struggling, in
crisis, or at risk of failure (Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014; Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010).
Gender stereotypes, such as women's so-called greater emotional sensitivity and superior
interpersonal skills, maybe be viewed as more highly valued in organizations in crises
that face difficult personnel decisions. In one experimental study, researchers found that
women are perceived as better managers in poorly performing firms because they are
viewed as superior interpersonal managers and are more readily blamable for the firm's
failures. In the same study, researchers revealed that observers tend to associate men as
ideal managers for successful firms. Male stereotypes played a decisive role in selecting
leaders for successful organizations, whereas female stereotypes predicted leadership
selection for firms in crisis (Cook & Glass, 2014).
In a study of leadership appointments in the United States from 1992 to 2004,
Adams et al. (2009) found that solid firm performance increased women's chances of
being appointed CEO. Analysis of various stock price performance measures before new
CEOs' appointments revealed that women are more likely to be selected when firm
performance is vital. At the same time, men are more likely to be appointed when
performance is relatively worse (Cook & Glass, 2014). This suggests that we are more
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likely to observe glass cliff patterns in companies with less diverse boards than in
companies with more diverse boards. In companies with more diverse boards, women
already serve in significant leadership positions. Therefore, women will be less likely to
experience a glass cliff in their ascension to top leadership positions. According to
Sanchez-Hucles and David (2010), glass cliffs are exemplified when minorities,
especially women of color, are placed in leadership positions where the company is
failing. The blame for the poor performance is then placed on women of color, even
though the company's poor performance occurred before they were put into their
leadership position. While analysis of the glass cliff focuses on processes that increase
women's likelihood of being promoted, the savior effect considers the mechanisms that
share their post-promotion tenure.
Another barrier experienced by women of color is the savior effect. The savior
effect describes the phenomenon that women will be granted less opportunity to prove
their leadership capabilities than men, leading to significantly shorter terms. Also, women
CEOs of firms experiencing declining growth are likely to be replaced by more
traditional leaders—men—who will be brought in to “save” the firm from poor
leadership (Cook & Glass, 2014).
A further barrier experienced by women of color is sexism. Jean-Marie et al.’s
(2009) findings reveal that sexism plagues historically Black and White institutions. The
study participants also faced situations in which their authority was undermined and their
competence compromised. One of the participants stated that when she reported to others,
her power was not damaged. When she became president of a private institution, things
changed. It was because she was a woman. She took notice when the external auditor was
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undermining her leadership. She also noticed the incongruency in the treatment her male
colleagues received compared to her. There were times when assignments were given and
resources were allocated, and she did not get as many resources as her male counterparts
(Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Another finding from this study was that in various settings,
participants experienced bias, discrimination, sexism, and racism when entering
historically White institutions as well as when ascending to leadership positions in
traditionally Black institutions. One of the participants stated, “As a Black woman trying
to lead in an environment that men historically dominate, you learn quickly that
negotiating with them is the best approach. You do not get the same recognition that a
man does” (Jean-Marie et al., 2009, p. 573).
The Catalyst's Women of Color study culminated in a 3-year, multiphase study
that included African American, Asian American, and Hispanic American women
managers in professional and managerial positions in the United States. The study
included 1,700 survey respondents from 30 leading U.S. companies, 59 focus groups of
302 women, 82 individual interviews, and a review of diversity policies at 15 major
companies (PR Newswire, 1999). Examination of corporate diversity programs reveals
that diversity initiatives are not as effective as possible or were intended for women of
color. Seventy-five percent of the women of color surveyed are aware of training in their
corporation to address race and gender issues. Still, only 22% say their managers receive
adequate training in managing a diverse workforce. Fifty-three percent of the participants
feel their companies' diversity programs are ineffective in dealing with subtle racism
issues (PR Newswire, 1999). Twenty-six percent of women said that career development
is an integral part of their companies' diversity programs. Only 17% believe their
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managers are held accountable for advancing women of their racial/ethnic group. African
American participants cited pervasive stereotypes in evaluating their work environments.
People assume that all women and people of color benefit from diversity initiatives.
However, the evidence suggests this is not true. Many women of color in the study feel
that they are overlooked in these programs. To improve the experience of women of
color, companies must zero in on these women and tailor programs to fit their particular
needs (PR Newswire, 1999).
A 1995 study of the Standard and Poor's 500 by Covenant Investment
Management found that businesses committed to promoting minority and women
workers had an average annualized return on investment (ROI) of 18.3% over 5 years
compared with only 7.9 % for those with the most shatterproof glass ceiling (Beckwith et
al., 2016). Organizational, systemic factors include the glass ceiling, which still persists
for women who want to ascend to the organization's highest levels. Even though these
behaviors are no longer openly displayed per se, these limiting factors lie beneath the
surface and are still deeply ingrained into corporate culture, work practices, policies,
procedures, and norms. These insidious barriers persist, and the results are disconcerting.
Even after women join the executive track for career advancement and approach the top
echelon of corporate leadership, many decide to “jump off” due to frustration and
disillusionment. In other words, many women find out it is not worth the hassle or
headache to be in leadership. In 2000, women of color comprised 23% of the United
States female workforce. This includes 14% of managerial roles; however, African
American women held only 6% of those roles (Beckwith et al., 2016). The root cause of
the inequality is perpetuated because the “ole boys club” wrote many workplace policies,
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norms, and practices that are based on men's experiences. For example, how
organizations define and evaluate leadership capabilities and competence is mainly based
upon male-dominated traits. Moreover, societal presumptions and stereotypes about
men's and women's roles continue to persist where women are viewed as still primarily
responsible for household matters and not labor outside the home.
In summary, women of color experience numerous barriers and stereotypes in
trying to advance their careers. These barriers include the concrete wall, concrete ceiling,
glass ceiling, labyrinth, glass cliff, the savior effect, and sexism. Studies show that
minorities and women attain the CEO position only when the company’s performance is
on the decline. Once women achieve the top job, many choose to leave the situation due
to the racism, sexism, discrimination, and stereotypes experienced while serving in the
position.
White Women and Women of Color. White women are included in the
underrepresented minority population. In 2007, seven women were serving as CEOS in
Fortune 500 companies (Catalyst, 2020). Cook and Glass (2014) note that out of the
Fortune 500 companies, four were headed by people of color and women headed 21. In
2019, 36% of boards in Fortune 500 companies were comprised of at least three women
(Catalyst, 2020). Even though White women are categorized as a minority, they have
racial privilege that provides an advantage in obtaining senior-level, c-suite, and board of
director positions, owing largely to the fact that White women share this racial privilege
with most colleagues or managers. White women experience gender discrimination,
whereas women of color experience gender and race discrimination (Beckwith et al.,
2016; Glass & Cook, 2020).
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Byrd’s (2009) qualitative investigation found that the intersection of race, gender,
and social class led to women of color as either grouped in the “women” category or
“underrepresented minority” category when reporting statistical data. In this study, the
women of color participants, who all held leadership positions or had been in executive
or senior leadership positions at predominantly White institutions, shared their lived
experiences interacting with White women, White men, and African American men. One
finding showed that the experiences of White women and women of color share
similarities, with some exceptions. For example, there are stereotypes of women, such as
being family-focused, unwilling to travel, feminine, less technical, or less capable than
men (Annabi & Tari, 2018). However, there are further stereotypes about women of color
that include being promiscuous, rebellious, rude, domineering, poor, uneducated, and
unprincipled (Byrd, 2009).
Representation of Women of Color on Boards and Executive Leadership.
Women of color on the board of directors, serving in executive and senior leadership
positions in financial and technology industries, are scarce (Ainslie & Huffman, 2019;
Annabi & Tari, 2018; Beckwith et al., 2016). As stated above, for the purpose of this
study, women of color include African American and Hispanic women. Women of color
are considered occupational minorities. Occupational minorities are members of an
occupation that are numerical rarities (Cook & Glass, 2013). Catalyst (2020) states that
very few women are CEOs of the world's largest corporations. As of May 2019, Fortune
500 lists only 33 women (6.6%) were CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. Women account
for less than a third or 29% of senior leadership roles globally. Demographic numbers on

40

the women are not available. In 2020, there were no African American or Latina women
CEOs of Fortune 500 companies (Jain-Link et al., 2020).
In 2001, women of color comprised 1.3% of corporate offices in 400 of the
Fortune 500, according to the 2000 Catalyst Census of Women Corporate Officers and
Top Earners (PR Newswire, 2002). Women of color are often placed in positions where
they are the only ones of their race and gender (Angel et al., 2013; Beckwith et al., 2016;
Cook & Glass, 2013, 2014; Washington & Roberts, 2019). Thus, women of color
executives are often isolated in their roles. As the statistics reveal, women of color
executives are in the minority in executive positions, often resulting in few to no peers of
their race and gender (Beckwith et al., 2016; Glass & Cook, 2020; Washington &
Roberts, 2019). Many women of color have experienced being the “other” in the
workplace. This feeling of “otherness” is a form of isolation that may also lead to few
friendships or limited social activity at work (Angel et al., 2013; Beckwith et al., 2016;
Washington & Roberts, 2019). For example, people who feel like an “other” or
“outsider” feel different and separated from the inner or prominent group. They are not
genuinely embraced as part of the team and are often excluded from opportunities. This
exclusion expands to decision-making opportunities which further limits the number of
African American women in executive positions (Beckwith et al., 2016).
African American women executives must foster and protect their selfconfidence, which can be damaged or broken by the workplace culture (Beckwith et al.,
2016). Studies have found that the intersection of race and gender biases often results in
workplace inequities that distort others' perceptions of African American women's
capabilities and thus permeate African American women’s experiences. In Mimms’1996
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study, researchers explored the characteristics of successful African American female
administrators (Beckwith et al., 2016). Through surveys and interviews, the research
demonstrated six factors used in enhancing careers: (a) holding a doctoral degree, (b)
being recognized through participation in national organizations, (c) communication
skills, (d) people support, (e) administrative experience, and (f) being mobile. The reality
is that several African American females followed the purported model to no avail, while
their White peers bypassed the process altogether. If one does not have the relationships
and social support networks that their dominant-group colleagues have, even these
proposed enhancements will not work (Beckwith et al., 2016).
A 2012 phenomenological study on the leadership development of African
American women executives in academia and business revealed five core themes from
the interviews with successful African American females (Beckwith et al., 2016). First,
these African American executive leaders believed they were predestined for success.
Second, these leaders received sponsorship from the unexpected, the unexpected being
Caucasian males. Third, even though they experienced double jeopardy of race and
gender and they used it to their advantage. Fourth, these leaders understood that this was
all political, so they learned how to play the game. Finally, these African American
leaders believed in the importance of paying it forward or Sankofa.
One participant from the 2012 study offered the following strategies that ranged
from securing an advocate to obtaining advanced degrees to gain experience outside of
one's specialty area to decide in which part of the county she desired to work. Another
participant of the same study emphasized the importance of serving on committees
outside of one's expertise area because this provides networking opportunities and stretch
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assignments. A third participant of the same study reminded African American females
that they are expected to act aggressively, so it is vital to remain calm in stressful
situations (Beckwith et al., 2016). Former Xerox CEO Ursula Burns states, “Women have
it hard, African American women have it harder. African American businesswomen have
it triple tough, and that is just the truth” (Beckwith et al., 2016, pp. 128). As stated above,
Ursula Burns was the first African American and Hispanic woman to be CEO of a
Fortune 500 company.
According to Livingston and Opie (2019), many women of color do not feel
supported at work. This is, in large part, because women of color do not develop highquality connections. High-quality connections are relationships where people are safe to
express and display emotion, where people can withstand conflict or strain, and where
people can be creative and get work done. Many women of color mentioned that they are
not invited to social events or are “accidentally” excluded from information-sharing
opportunities. The ole boys club is an informal system that maintains a barrier that
excludes women of color from social circles where opportunities may exist (Byrd, 2009).
Women of color cannot build high-quality connections if they are not invited to these
opportunities.
Another issue is that the managers minimize the feelings of women of color by
equating them with everyone else's and not demonstrating individualized consideration
for their specific situation concerning racial equity (Livingston & Opie, 2019). Many
White Americans remain convinced that racism no longer exists or there is no such thing
as systemic racial inequality (Quillian et al., 2017; Tulshyan, 2019; Wilkins, 2015). Not
only do managers minimize the feelings of women of color, but they are also less likely
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to have bosses who promote their work contributions to others, help navigate
organizational politics, and socialize with them outside of work (Washington et al.,
2019). Finding supportive work environments takes hard work because one is often the
only woman of color in a particular department, unit, or division. Popular culture,
including the media, tends to perpetuate stereotypes of women of color that make it
difficult for them to be perceived as influential leaders. African American women have
been viewed as “Mammy, Sapphire, and Jezebel” (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010).
Aversive racism refers to individuals' subconscious feelings of prejudice that can alter
how individuals relate to women and minorities and recommend a leadership role in the
business world. Inaccurate assessment of work productivity and unrealistic expectations
can impact the attainment of higher-level positions for women of color.
African American women experience lower promotion rates, more occupational
job segregation, pressures to modify sex and occupational roles, different predictors for
advancement than African American men, early pressures to work, and negative career
expectancies due to racism and sexism (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). African
American women are more likely to experience unfair treatment in training and
advancement, disengagement, discrimination, prejudice, and lack of psychosocial and
instrumental support, therefore, reducing access to professional networks (SanchezHucles & David, 2010; Walter et al., 2016).
Studies have shown that Hispanic women are also excluded from informal
networks of influence and contend with negative stereotypes (Sanchez-Hucles & David,
2010). Hispanic women have become active in leadership roles compared to Hispanic
men regarding professional and managerial positions and exceed Hispanic men in
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obtaining advanced degrees (NCES, 2019b). Despite the growth in numbers of Hispanic
professionals and business ventures, Hispanic women remain often excluded from board
membership and significant roles in executive offices.
For organizations, individuals in critical positions need to sponsor promising
women and minorities. Organizations that promo colorblindness ask their women and
minorities to assimilate into the organization's culture instead of embracing their unique
qualities (Reed, 2011). An organization that explicitly states that it values diversity is
more trusted by people of color than one that asserts that it is colorblind because
colorblind implies that the company was trying to assimilate the diversity of others
instead of embracing their uniqueness (Nelson, 2014; Walter et al., 2016).
In summary, women of color have experienced being the only representation of
their race in their departments. They are excluded from formal and informal social,
networking, and informational events that could aid their development and advancement
(Beckwith et al., 2016; Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010). ERGs provide these
opportunities to their membership through professional development, networking
sessions, and senior leadership mentoring events. This research adds to the body of work
exploring the impact of ERGs on women of color.
Mentorship and Sponsorship. ERGs provide mentoring opportunities as a
benefit of their membership. According to Donnellon and Langowitz (2009), ERGs use
mentoring as a professional development tool for their members. ERGs are
multigenerational, with senior members mentoring new members. The older members
disseminate their knowledge to newcomers through informal discussions (Human
Resource Management International Digest, 2019). One African American ERG
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participant stated that his group went out of their way to keep an eye on struggling entrylevel managers (Green, 2018). Experienced members actively offered feedback about
interactions with advisor boards, managers, and co-workers on issues such as inclusion,
racism, and policy changes.
Mentorship is key to advancement for women of color (PR Newswire, 2002). In a
Catalyst 2001 study, seven out of 10 women of color who had a mentor in 1998 have
since been promoted. The more mentors a woman has, the more their move up the
corporate ladder accelerates (PR Newswire, 2002). Of the mentors for women who
participated in the study, 35% were White men, 19% were men of color, 21% were White
women, and 25% were women of color. African American women who were able to
advance from mid-level management positions successfully did so owing to the
following: (a) job commitment, (b) purposeful career development, (c) positive
mentoring relationships, (d) vital sponsorships, and (e) a diverse network (Beckwith et
al., 2016; Chow, 2021). In an internal study by IBM, a need to provide developmental
programs, role models, and mentoring opportunities for women of color was identified
(PR Newswire, 1999). As a result of the internal study and implementation of
development programs, role models access, and mentoring opportunities, IBM increased
the number of women of color executives in the United States rose from 1.4% in 1995 to
2.3% in 1998.
A 2008 study sought to explore the organizational structures to determine
systemic challenges due to internal processes and corporate policies (Beckwith et al.,
2016). The study examined three specific strategies: ERGs, mentoring, training, and
development initiatives. The study found that ERGs, mentoring programs, and training
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and development programs that focused on the positive use of power and influence,
building strong relationships with supervisors, practicing leadership skills in-house, and
demonstrating a commitment to the organization support leadership advancement for
aspiring African American leaders in American firms (Beckwith et al., 2016; Chow,
2021). In addition to diversity initiatives, research has found that women's career
advancement in the workplace can be accelerated when organizations create intentional
policies that support this outcome.
Several studies reflect the importance of mentorship for women of color,
especially African American women. According to PR Newswire (1999), Catalyst's
research highlighted the difficulty of not having access to influential mentors or sponsors.
Forty percent cited the lack of informal networking with influential colleagues, 29%
noted the lack of company role models that reflected their racial and ethnic group, and
28% spoke of the lack of high visibility assignments.
A 2002 survey of 1735 African American women in 30 Fortune 100 firms
revealed that four primary obstacles were affecting this demographic: (a) high visibility
assignments, (b) informal networking with influential colleagues, (c) the lack of
significant sponsors or mentors, and (d) company role models of the same ethnicity
(Beckwith et al., 2016; Chow, 2021). Mentoring and sponsorship become even more
essential for African American women executives to aid in their effectiveness and break
down isolation barriers. Often, African American women are “clustered in staff” rather
than line positions and are unable to gain the valuable experience required for career
advancement (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Clustered in staff refers to the non-visible
jobs, those which do not have any upward mobility. These positions include janitorial
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staff, call center, cleaning crew, cafeteria staff, and other general staff. The line positions
are those that allow employees to gain valuable experience, be seen by management and
leadership, and career succession is applicable. Location in the lower ranks of
organizations also segregates women of color and limits their access to individuals who
could promote their career advancement. Chapter 1 describes the notion of how
representation matters to women of color. In a study by Beckwith et al. (2016), the study
revealed that 31% of African American women executives attribute the lack of company
role models of the same racial/ethnic group as a barrier in the workplace. This study
continued on to say that a consequence of not having access to senior-level mentors is a
decrement to African American women because it prevents them from getting access to a
critical position that promotes career advancement (Beckwith et al., 2016). In a 2010
study, limited access to informal networks of influence may explain why few women of
color advance to the higher levels vital to career progression (Sanchez-Hucles & David,
2010). Women of color feel more isolated, without mentors or a network of support, and
are less able to receive the support and help they need when facing extraordinary
challenges.
Sponsorships are more advantageous to women, especially women of color. When
a sponsor actively promotes and takes risks for the sponsee, more opportunities open up
for women (Nelson, 2014). For example, when Lloyd Trotter, an African American man,
became an executive at GE, he brought African American employees' accomplishments
and concerns to people's attention at the corporation's highest levels (Reed, 2011). This is
sponsorship. For organizations, individuals in critical positions need to sponsor promising
women and minorities.
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In a Catalyst 2004 study, researchers provided examples of how African
American women could leverage their strengths to succeed in the workplace. This can be
accomplished by exceeding performance expectations, communicating effectively,
connecting with mentors, building positive relationships with managers and others, and
using their cultural backgrounds to enhance their job performance (Beckwith et al.,
2016).
In the above studies, women of color placed the responsibility of mentorship on
the organizations they worked. The studies described below demonstrate the perspectives
of some women of color who are not as receptive to the idea of mentorship, informal, or
formal networks. They realize that there is a need to build networks. They have people
who serve as mentors but do not view them in that manner. However, studies suggest that
African American females need mentors, sponsors, and champions (Beckwith et al.,
2016; Chow, 2021). ERGs provide this opportunity for these women to focus their
energies on building those social networks. African Americans' interpersonal interactions
with one another and other cultural groups lack communication tactics used by African
Americans to successfully negotiate their places in organizations (Angel et al., 2013).
One study respondent confided that she did have what she would consider a professional
mentor, nor even sponsors. There is discussion about whether African American women
recognize the value of networks or support systems and how some view them as
separatist groups or cliques that are not good for progress. Networks or support systems
were considered not part of the corporate business but should be reserved for non-workrelated business. Even though the study participants identified a colleague or group of
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colleagues that they talked with regularly or could call on if they had a question, none
identified a formal network or support system that included them as a member.
In summary, sponsorship and mentorship are essential and aid in the advancement
of women of color. ERGs provide this opportunity by connecting senior members and
leadership to newer members. Mentorship serves as a means for experienced members
who are active in their groups to offer feedback about interactions with advisor boards,
managers, and co-workers on inclusion, racism, and policy changes. The more mentors a
woman of color has, the more accelerated their journey to senior, executive, and board of
director positions. As stated above, when a sponsor actively promotes and takes risks for
the sponsee, more opportunities open up for women. ERGs use sponsorship and
mentorship to provide connections between experienced employees and newer employees
that help connect members to leadership. This research examines ERGs' value by
showing how they provide mentorship, sponsorship, and networking opportunities to
their membership.
Oppositions to ERGs
Early ERGs were defined as voluntary groups based on common characteristics
such as age, gender, or any other interests that bring employees together to share similar
concerns, address common problems, and provide camaraderie and fellowship (Abdullah
et al., 2016; Ainslie & Huffman, 2019; Annabi & Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman,
2017; Green, 2018; Lieber, 2012; Reed, 2011; McPhee et al., 2017; Scott, 2010;
Welbourne et al., 2017). Although over 90% of Fortune 500 companies have ERGs, some
companies are not in favor. Reasons for opposition to ERGs include promoting exclusion
instead of inclusion, having little value, and not benefiting the organization (Green, 2018;
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Welbourne et al., 2017). Some organizations believe ERGs are valuable but not needed
because the firm's overall mission and vision incorporate these values (Glassman &
Glassman, 2017).
One perspective against ERGs is that they are exclusive instead of inclusive.
Glassman & Glassman (2017) state that ERGs could be viewed as reducing one's ability
to develop one's views about diversity. A 2011 study concluded that if ERGs are poorly
designed, executed, and not supported by diversity initiatives, this can harm their
effectiveness in mitigating stereotypes and bias. Legal problems can occur if ERGs are
not appropriately managed (Glassman & Glassman, 2017). If an ERG discusses
grievances, labor disputes, wages, and working conditions, they are no longer an ERG, as
they are now operating as a labor organization (Glassman & Glassman, 2017), violating
labor and civil rights laws.
Some organizations view ERGs as “repackaged affirmative action” because to
fulfill diversity and inclusion initiatives, a certain number of candidates must represent
underrepresented minorities (Green, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017). Welbourne et al.
(2017) state that employees excluded from certain ERGs can prompt some employees to
view them as exclusive or providing preferential treatment while raising questions like
“Why isn't there an ERG for my group” or “Why do we need an ERG for this group?”
For example, women at the Women's Network at GE received pushback from men who
feared the women were trying to develop an unfair advantage (Reed, 2011). This ties to
why ERGs are at times not supported by the organization. Some men wondered where
their own network was. Meanwhile, women in the group encouraged men to attend
because it was open to everyone. Men attended meetings at first but then stopped coming.
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Some view ERGs as dividing people into artificial subgroups and isolating them from the
networks of power and influence that are key to identifying and promoting people
(Welbourne et al., 2017; Wittenberg, 2019). When focus is on racial minority numbers
without qualified candidates, especially by those in leadership, the firm's performance
will decline. Employee turnover and absenteeism will increase and division among ERGs
and departments will occur (Scott, 2010). The present study aims to examine the role of
these groups because of their inclusive nature. ERGs focus on the underrepresented
population(s) in the workplace by providing opportunities through professional
development, mentorship, sponsorship, and networking opportunities with senior and
executive leadership (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Another position against ERGs is that it demonstrates favoritism. ERGs that fit
within the organization's overarching mission, vision, and values may experience greater
organizational identification and support than isolated ERGs (Glassman & Glassman,
2017; Welbourne et al., 2017). Diversity programs use ERGs to promote inclusion and
belonging on the corporate level. Corporate identification and support can be in the form
of an increased budget, executive sponsorship, and company-wide publicity of ERGs that
fit within its overarching mission, vision, and values. To mitigate the impression or
reality of favoritism, all ERG charters should be consistent with the overall mission,
vision, and values of the overarching company. According to Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, all affinity group creation requests should be equally accessible (Glassman
& Glassman, 2017). ERGs cannot restrict membership to anyone. This research will add
to the body of work that shows the effectiveness of ERGs as they promote diversity and
inclusion efforts through various activities that are open to members and non-members.
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The final alternative perspective of ERGs deals with company culture. Reputable
companies without ERGs listed on their website have the reputation that their networks
are deliberately integrated into normal organizational processes (Lieber, 2012).
According to Wittenberg-Cox (2017), Deloitte is ending their ERGs because they feel
that the White men, who make up most leadership, should rather be taught skills to
become more inclusive. In building IL, these managers would be held accountable for
building a more balanced business as part of their job description. One of the premises for
ERGs was to create pathways to the top echelon of leadership. Many of its efforts are
made by members in their spare time, so this would not lead to visibility to management
and ultimately, as a means for promotion. This is an excellent example of why ERGs are
needed. ERGs facilitate seminars that help management become more mindful of cultural
traditions and sensitivities of millennials and colleagues of other nationalities (Reed,
2011). They bring awareness of biases, stereotypes, and other factors that prevent their
members from advancing their careers. In this way, ERGs can train these managers to be
more inclusive in their leadership practices. ERGs’ professional development training can
aid managers in valuing the contributions of women of color for promotional
opportunities.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 2 describes four themes identified in the literature. The first discusses
ERGs' impact. Recruitment, retention, and outreach initiatives highlighted the impact
ERGs have not only on its membership but on the organization as a whole. An analysis of
female employee resources and why they were created is described. However, very little
research examines their impact on women of color. The second theme looks at race,
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gender, and women of color in the workplace. The literature shows the ways in which
women of color feel they are not accepted by women's groups and their male
counterparts. Several court cases are cited to shed light on how Title VII is interpreted
regarding the intersectionality of race and gender. The third theme outlines the barriers
and stereotypes encountered by women of color in Fortune 500 companies, as well as
ways mentorship and sponsorship mitigate these barriers. Finally, the fourth theme
describes several perspectives against the formation of ERGs in corporations. The
proposed study will fill some research gaps in the discourse of minority ERGs in that it
will examine minority ERGs and their impact, if any, on women of color.
In Chapter 3, the research design and methodology are described. The research
environment and participants are identified. Triangulation methods are discussed to
demonstrate that this study is valid.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of women of color
who participate in ERGs. This chapter describes the study rationale, the research setting,
participants, data collection, methods of data analysis, and coding techniques.
Women of color who participated in this study were limited to those of African
American, Hispanic, and Latin American descent. In the 51 years since their inception,
ERGs have become known as a critical resource for mitigating racism and discrimination
in the workplace, creating pathways to leadership, and serving as an organization's
dedication to diversity and inclusion (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al., 2017).
While a number of studies have been conducted on ERGs (Annabi & Tari, 2018;
Beckwith et al., 2016; Bierema, 2005; Donnellon & Langowitz, 2009; Glassman &
Glassman, 2017), there is limited investigation into their impact on women of color. This
chapter provides the methodology for the study, background on where the study took
place, participant demographics, and data analysis methods.
The problem examined by the study was the lack of representation by women of
color in leadership in Fortune 500 companies. This research examined the lived
experience of women of color who are members of ERGs and the impact these groups
have, if any, on their career advancement and professional development. Through the
lens of inclusive leadership or IL (Hollander, 2009), this study addressed this gap while
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contributing to the general body of literature. Specifically, the following research
questions guided the study:
1. What do participants of ERGs believe are their benefits to themselves, as
members, and their organization?
2. How can minority ERGs facilitate professional development and educational
sessions?
3. What does the successful implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the
communities in which members live and work?
Research Design
This study of the impact of ERGs on women of color used a hermeneutical
phenomenological approach. Phenomenology is the careful and systematic reflective
study of the lived experience of the study participants in question (Usher & Jackson,
2020). According to Moustakas (1994), evidence from phenomenological research is
derived from first-person reports of life experiences. The aim of phenomenology is to
generate understanding of the essential nature of a particular phenomenon under
investigation (Usher & Jackson, 2020). For the purposes of this research, the
phenomenon under study is the lived experience of women of color who have been
members of employee resource groups (ERGs) for 5 or more years. Husserl, Heidegger,
Gadamer, and Merleau-Ponty were the main philosophers who developed
phenomenology as a way of thinking about the relationship between the embodied
experience and consciousness (Moustakas, 1994; Usher & Jackson, 2020), with Husserl
considered to be the founder of the phenomenological movement (Usher & Jackson,
2020). He posited phenomenology as a way knowledge comes into being in the
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consciousness, helping to clarify the assumptions underlying all human understanding of
the everyday world. While there are a number of different iterations of phenomenology,
all proponents share an interest in understanding the notion of what it is like to be human
and what constitutes our lived world. Husserlian phenomenology is understood as
determining the essential nature and acts of consciousness. In order to achieve the
required level of reflection, Husserl argued that bracketing (or epoche) is foundational to
the methodology. Bracketing is the process of shutting out all that a person knows about a
phenomenon so that the person can achieve a deeper understanding of the phenomenon.
Bracketing frees the researcher from any preconceived, taken-for-granted notion of the
phenomenon or lived experience in question (Moustakas, 1994; Usher & Jackson, 2020).
However, while Heidegger recognized that human existence is always embedded
in a world of meanings, he rejected Husserl's notion of bracketing, believing instead that
to understand a phenomenon, one must first have one's own knowledge and experiences
of that phenomenon (Usher & Jackson, 2020), engendering the hermeneutic
phenomenological research model. Hermeneutic phenomenological studies are focused
on highlighting or revealing details and seemingly trivial aspects of those life
experiences, often taken for granted, to create meaning and achieve a sense of
understanding. For this study, this was the method of choice because hermeneutic
phenomenology is concerned with the life world or human experience as it is lived
(Laverty, 2003). Following this framework, this study provided insights into the lived
experience of being a member of a minority ERG. One criterion for participation was 5 or
more years of experience as a member of an ERG because this timeframe ensured
members shared experiences as both new members and seasoned. These experiences
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were analyzed to understand the lived experience of participating in an ERG and how
such experiences affect members. From a hermeneutic perspective, the participants'
stories could provide a deep understanding of ERG effectiveness in the recruitment and
retention of members because of the unique synthesis of professional and personal
relations under the umbrella of the parent organization.
Heidegger moved phenomenology from a descriptive to an interpretive endeavor,
also known as existential or hermeneutic phenomenology (Usher & Jackson, 2020).
Unlike Husserl, Heidegger believed that understanding human experience plays a pivotal
role in offering meaningful insight into the world and how it is experienced by humans.
While in his version of phenomenology, Husserl wanted to remove personal bias from the
phenomenon and view the situation from a purist perspective, Heidegger was concerned
with the relationship between the parts and the whole of a particular phenomenon on
multiple levels. Related to this study, to understand ERGs, one needs to have a
foundational understanding of their purpose, how they are implemented for diversity and
inclusion, and how they mitigate barriers and biases experienced by their members, and
in particular, women of color.
Research Context
This study's research context is women of color, specifically women of African
American, Hispanic, and Latin American descent, who are members of minority ERGs.
The study took place in M&T Bank, a financial institution and Fortune 500 company
located on the East Coast of the United States (Appendix A). This financial institution's
workforce comprises over 17,000 employees, with 11.1% African American and 3.2%
Hispanic (Femi, 2020). Demographics on gender were not available at the time of this
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study. Despite more than 17,000 workers, there are only 29 African Americans in
leadership positions in the organization, including the only African American male CEO
of a financial institution that is also a Fortune 500 company (Farrell & Jackson, 2019;
Femi, 2020). This equates to approximately 0.17%. There are 20 Hispanics in leadership
which equates to less than 0.17% (Femi, 2020). There are no women of color on the
board of directors, even though women comprise 21% of the board (Green, 2020). Senior
management is comprised of 19% women and 4% minorities, but the demographics of
the minority population were not provided (Farrell & Jackson, 2019). This organization
has 14 ERGs, including one for African Americans called AARG and one for Hispanics
called HOLA. Other ERGs include Women's Interest Network (WIN), Native American
Resource Group (NARG), Asian Pacific American Resource Group (APARG),
Intergenerational Resource Group (iGEN), Disability Advocacy Network (DAN),
PRIDE, Veterans Resource Group (VRG), Welcome, Wellness, Care, Think Green,
Intrapreneurship Resource Group (IRG), and Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM). The newest resource group revolves around the immigrant
community. Each of these employee resource groups has several charters throughout the
institution's footprint nationally. This information provides context on how many ERGs
are at M&T Bank.
Observing and analyzing the current state of ERGs provided the hermeneutic
phenomenological context for how they impact women of color. In this case, human
participation in ERGs is inextricably tied up with their dynamism as organizations
populated and embodied by particular kinds of human beings. That is, it is the human
element of the organizations themselves that create their dynamics, influence, and
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effectiveness. Because of this human element, according to hermeneutic phenomenology,
the “life world” (Laverty, 2003), as it is revealed, is unique to its particular time, place,
and social relations (Usher & Jackson, 2020). In other words, hermeneutic
phenomenology is concerned with the life world or human experience as it is lived. To
understand the impact of ERGs, a deeper dive into their membership and those members'
recollections of their experiences as they grew from being new members to experienced
members was essential to this study.
To put it simply, ERGs are micro-organizations within organizations. Study
participants shared their experiences as employees of M&T Bank while also being
members of ERGs under the auspices of the parent organization. Heidegger's
hermeneutical phenomenological methodological framework creates space for the fact
that these women are employed by M&T Bank first, before any opportunity to participate
in an ERG arises. Husserl's notion of bracketing, on the other hand, would have
necessitated eliminating M&T from the study context. M&T Bank is central to the
creation of an environment to establish ERGs; employing hermeneutical phenomenology
acknowledges this relationship and context.
The preferred method for conducting interviews was face-to-face. However, due
to COVID-19, there were restrictions placed on non-essential employees being on-site.
At the time of data collection, only essential employees were allowed to be on-site. The
researcher, as well as many of the study participants, were not essential employees, and
thus the interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom. This situation placed a greater
emphasis on technology platforms such as Zoom, WebEx, or Microsoft teams since
conducting interviews in person was not an option. Ensuring proper internet connections,
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video conferencing, headsets, and computers capable of facilitating focus groups and
interviews were paramount to successful data capture. The key to successful research was
to work around the employees' schedules. Interviews were scheduled to limit interference
with employees' daily professional commitments.
Research Participants
Participants were 11 women of color (African American, Hispanic, and Latin
American descent) who were members of HOLA, which is the ERG dedicated to
Hispanic culture, or the African American Resource Group (AARG). They were included
because they met the selection criteria of being a member of an ERG for at least 5 years,
American descent, women, and employees of M&T Bank.
Their participation in the ERG reflected their experiences as seasoned members,
reflecting their membership for 5 or more years. These 5 years encompassed current or
past leadership positions within the ERGs. All of the participants also acknowledged their
memberships in other ERGs besides the AARG and HOLA (Table 3.1). Other selection
criteria included being of African American, Hispanic, or Latin American descent.
This study is considered “backyard” research because it took place within the
researcher's professional organization (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Backyard research
involves studying the researcher's organization, friends, or immediate work setting. As a
member of several minority ERGs within this financial institution, the researcher served
on the tech outreach committee. This allowed opportunities to interact with many
members who served the organization in senior leadership positions.
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Table 3.1
Participant Pseudonyms and Demographics
ERG
Charter

Research
ERG
Banking Tide
Participants
Leadership

Years
in
ERG

Other ERGs
Membership

Hola
Greater
Washington

Sophia

Vice President

yes

8

4

Hola WNY

Maria

Assistant Vice
President

yes

11

More than 5

Hola WNY

Sylvia

Assistant Vice
President

yes

6

5

Hola WNY

Ms. Sizzle Vice President

yes

8

More than 5

Hola WNY

Mrs. BigRed

Assistant Vice
President

no

6

4

AARG MidMs. Angelou Vice President
Atlantic

yes

6

1

AARG
WNY

Janelle

Associate

yes

9

3

AARG
WNY

Charity

Assistant Vice
President

yes

9

5

AARG
WNY

Ms.
Winning

Associate

yes

9

4

AARG MidAtlantic

Autumn

Administrative
Vice President

yes

8

4

AARG
Eboni
Associate
no
9
1
WNY
Note. For the purposes of this study, all participants provided their own pseudonyms.
Participant Recruitment
Upon St. John Fisher's Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, an
introduction email that described the research and requested participation was sent to the
African American and Hispanic ERG presidents (Appendix B). AARG and HOLA
presidents serve as the “gatekeepers” to their members (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
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Upon receiving authorization from the ERG presidents, another email was distributed by
the ERG presidents to their members that requested participation in this study (Appendix
C). Recruitment efforts lasted for 2 weeks, which started on July 26, 2021. As potential
participants responded to the invitation, the ERG presidents verified their membership
status. Each participant was sent 50 High-Five points to thank them for their
participation. (High-Five points can be accumulated as credits toward the purchase of
items in our organization's discounted online store. High-Fives are also based on the
financial institution's values and are reviewed during an employee annual performance
review.) Upon verification of eligibility, the researcher emailed the consent form to the
participants and requested electronic signatures. Participants emailed consent forms back
to the researcher as confirmation of their intention and willingness to participate.
Participant Selection
For the selection of participants, a purposeful selection was used. Purposeful
selection is the process by which the researcher deliberately selects the participants or
sites to help understand the research problem and question (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Flick, 2018). Purposeful selection was salient to this study because the data collected
needed to be from women of color who were ERG members and had participated in
ERGs in various capacities. Twelve participants began the study, but one could not
complete the interview, leaving 11 participants for the final analysis. There were six
initially from the African American ERG and six from the Hispanic ERG. The researcher
ensured that there were enough participants should someone change their mind about
participating. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), an ideal sample size for a
phenomenological study such as this one is between three and 10 participants. (If this
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number were not achieved through recruitments efforts, snowball sampling would have
been used to find additional participants.) Participants were asked to share their
experiences of being members of ERGs.
As an insider in the organization and a woman of color, it would be difficult to
properly bracket my research per Husserl's imperative of eliminating all prior
understandings and perspectives (Moustakas, 1994; Usher & Jackson, 2020). Having
experienced the intersection of race and gender, stereotypes, and the concrete ceiling, I
related to the stories shared by study participants and empathized with them. To mitigate
this bias, I selected participants with whom I did not have a direct working relationship.
These participants did not work or interact with my department. By adopting the position
of being in the world, per Heidegger, the researcher sought contextual interpretation and
meaning (Usher & Jackson, 2020) in the context of a hermeneutical phenomenological
methodology. In other words, the researcher sought to understand the lived experience of
the participants as being employed by M&T while also being members of minority
ERGs. The researcher remained neutral by not sharing her personal experiences in ERGs
while listening to participants' experiences authentically and providing a safe
environment for them to share their lived experiences as members of minority ERGs. For
example, when participants asked for the researcher's thoughts on what they were saying,
the researcher responded by encouraging them to continue the story they were sharing.
Instruments Used in Data Collection
As stated above, due to COVID-19 onsite restrictions, data collection took place
virtually. Interviews and focus groups took place via Zoom. The initial research questions
were semi-structured (Appendix D). Open-ended questions guided the interviews. These
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included the role the ERG played in the employee's life and how the ERG had aided
professional development and career advancement. The interview agenda (Appendix E)
was provided to each participant. The interviews were conducted over a 5-week period
between August 6, 2021, and September 2, 2021. The interviews lasted between 30 to 60
minutes. However, 90 minutes were scheduled to provide ample time for participants to
share their stories freely. The difference between the interview time and the scheduled
time was because responses were longer than others. This also allowed the participants to
share intricate details about their experience or provide additional info that the researcher
did not include in the initial research questions.
Interview questions included: “Can you discuss how your ERG has aided your
professional development and career advancement?” and “What are your thoughts on the
role of ERGs within this organization?” Further probing questions included but were not
limited to “What role has this ERG played in your life as an employee?” or “Provide an
example of an initiative you helped your ERG facilitate.”
Procedures for Data Collection
Each participant provided a pseudonym to maintain confidentiality, a requirement
for IRB approval. All Zoom sessions were audio recorded, with a backup of the video
recorded interview on the researcher's institutional server for later review to capture
further details of the conversation. After the sessions were recorded, a data file was sent
to rev.com, a transcription service. All recordings will be destroyed after 3 years.
Procedures for Data Analysis
After the interviews were transcribed, the researcher read through them while
listening to the video recording to ensure everything was captured in the transcript.
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Member checking was used to clarify responses from the participants or capture details
missed in the transcripts. One example of member checking was clarifying the date the
participant held a leadership position with AARG. Another instance of member checking
involved collecting all of the groups involved in an HOLA collaboration. After member
checking, I immersed myself in the data by repeatedly reading the transcripts to achieve
deep familiarity and insight into the interviews.
The process of word frequency analysis allowed the quantification of codes from
“most frequent” and “least frequent” as they appeared in the interview data (Saldana,
2016). The most frequent responses shared experiences across all participants. The
analysis identified 33 codes that emerged in the interviews. A further six codes were a
priori codes, that is, determined prior to analysis. These include the six traits of inclusive
leadership (IL): a visible commitment to D&I, humility, awareness of bias, curiosity
about others, cultural intelligence, and effective collaboration techniques. These six a
priori codes gave a loose structure and framework to the beginning stages of analysis
before inductive or organic themes began to emerge from the data. As these themes
emerged, later phases of analysis led to some of the a priori codes becoming synthesized
with some of the emergent ones.
The researcher selected a transcript that captured all 39 codes to use as the basis
for establishing inter-rater reliability, described further in the following section about
methodological integrity. To mitigate bias in the results, the researcher chose two coders
who did not represent the population represented in this study. The first coder was a
White woman. The second coder was an African American man.
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Next, thematic analysis was conducted to consolidate potentially redundant or
otherwise similar codes using the data from transcripts, member checking, word
frequency analysis, and inter-rater reliability results. Thematic analysis searches for
themes that emerged as essential to describing the phenomenon of being members of
ERGs (Saldana, 2016; Swain, 2018). For this study, the themes were based on codes
revealed from the transcripts of participants' responses as they shared their experiences as
members of ERGs. Themes included the culture of the ERG, the organization's culture,
and these groups' impact, if any, on participants. During this process, 39 codes were
reduced to 25 codes. The a priori codes were stand-alone codes that were included in the
25 codes.
Finally, triangulation was used to analyze these results and compare them to the
mission and vision statements of each ERG represented by participants. When capturing
information on AARG and HOLA, the researchers reviewed the mission and vision
statements of both groups. Without mentioning the ERG mission and vision of statements
during the interview, the researcher wanted to see if the participant responses would be
aligned with what was covered in these statements, that is, if participants' experiences
corroborated the mission and vision of their respective ERGs.
Methodological Integrity
Several procedures ensured methodological integrity, which is a means to ensure
the data was collected and analyzed properly and with minimal bias. One method was
inter-rater reliability or cross-checking (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Along with the
researcher, two others served as coders for the transcripts. To establish inter-rater
reliability, each coder coded the same interview that demonstrated all of the codes
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defined for this study. The inter-rater reliability of the first coder was 83%. The interrater reliability of the second was 88%. Any inter-rater reliability percentage of 80 and
above was considered a success (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher and coders
discussed the prevalent themes in their coding sessions. Since both coders achieved a
reliability score above 80%, there were no discrepancies. These results confirmed codes
uncovered in the word frequency analysis process. Results from word frequency analysis
and inter-rater reliability were compared to ERG mission and vision documents. These
documents were also tied to the mission and vision of these organizations and were
correlated with participants' responses. Member checking was used to request additional
information from participants when some of their responses were unclear.
Chapter Summary
This chapter described the methodology for this research study as a qualitative,
hermeneutical, and phenomenological investigation into the impact ERGs have on
women of color, namely women of African American, Hispanic, or Latin American
descent. The hermeneutical phenomenological research model was the appropriate
research design because this methodology emphasizes the lived experience of women of
color as members of ERGs. The methodological protocol, selection of participants, and
analysis methods were described. Inter-rater reliability, word frequency analysis, member
checking, thematic analysis, and triangulation were used to synthesize the data and ensure
methodological integrity. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of ERGs, if any, on women
of color. The research questions answered by this study were: What do participants of
ERGs believe are their benefits to themselves, as members, and their organizations? How
can minority ERGs facilitate professional development and educational sessions? Finally,
what does the successful implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the
communities in which members live and work? In this chapter, participant responses to
interview questions will be presented through three themes (Table 4.1): (a) ERG benefits,
(b) professional development, and (c) successful implementation. Further, several
unexpected findings emerged from the research, categorized as new insights. Each of
these themes will address critical topics revealed by participant interviews.
Data Analysis and Findings
This section is divided into four sections based on the responses shared by the
participants. The first section revolves around the benefits ERGs provide to their
members and the organization. The second section discusses the facilitation of
professional development by ERGs. The third section goes over what needs to take place
for the successful implementation of ERGs into the organization’s culture and corporate
structure. Also discussed in this chapter are the new insights that arose during the inquiry.
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Table 4.1
Research Questions, Themes, and Topics
Research Questions

Themes

Topics

ERG Benefits

Responsibility, Family,
Initiatives, Empowerment

How can minority ERGs facilitate
professional development and
educational sessions?

Professional
Development

Foundation, Leadership,
Development and Opportunities,
Professional Development
Responsibility, Ongoing
Educational Equity &
Investment Future Leaders,
Networking, Personal Growth

What does the successful
implementation of ERGs mean, more
broadly, to the communities in which
members live and work?

Successful
Implementation

Acknowledge the Work,
Acknowledgement of Bias,
Representation Matters, The
Heart

What do participants of ERGs believe
are their benefits to themselves, as
members, and their organizations?

Research Question 1: ERG Benefits
This study aimed to discern the impact ERGs had on women of color. As stated
throughout this study, one of the purposes of ERGs is to provide networking
opportunities, professional development, mentorship, and sponsorship and help its
members overcome weaknesses, biases, and stereotypes (Reed, 2011). The first research
question investigated was: What do participants of ERGs believe are their benefits to
themselves, as members, and their organizations? The benefits discussed in this section
are responsibilities, family, and empowerment. Initiatives implemented by members
served to validate the benefits ERGs bring to members, the organizations, and the
communities where members live, serve, and represent in the broader world.
Table 4.2 summarizes the findings and themes for Research Question 1. These
will be discussed in further detail below. The four themes that emerged are
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“responsibility,” “family,” initiatives,” and “empowerment,” with further subthemes as
shown below.
Table 4.2
Research Question 1 – What Do Participants of ERGs Believe Are the Benefits to
Themselves, as Members, and Their Organizations?
Theme

ERG
Benefits

Topic

Sub-Topics

Career
Advancement

Career Path, Impact, Advancement, Opportunity, Exposure,
Influence, Recognition, Strengths

Empowerment

Candor, Position, Title, Relationship, Self-Empowerment,
Networking

Inclusion and
Belonging

Employee Experience, Family, Acknowledgement,
Engagement

Initiatives

Collaboration, Community Outreach, Bias, Employee
Journey Mapping, Sponsorship and Mentorship, Culture,
History, Charity, Investment

Career Advancement. ERG members are provided opportunities to advance their
careers because of the work they do through the ERGs. According to Reed (2011), ERGs
provide exposure to their members by highlighting their work within the ERG,
connecting them to senior and executive leadership, and using their grassroots approach
to connect with the communities they live and serve. Maria shared the importance of
ERGs in the corporate setting. Her sentiments, shared by other study participants, were,
“So, I hope that they've realized how important it is having these resource groups. In
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particular, minority resource groups.” For Maria, the opportunity she has now is because
of her work in HOLA, the Hispanic Resource Group at M&T:
100%. Just about everything I've gotten at M&T that's been good has been
because of HOLA. The job that I have now, never would have gotten it had I not
been involved with HOLA. You can ask anybody. I mean, my manager will tell
you like yeah, because it gave me name recognition, it gave me opportunities to
be in places that I wouldn't have otherwise been in. It gave me a little bit of cred.
People coming in know what I've done with HOLA and how I've been involved
and stuff like that. So, it really gave me a leg up; it really did. I wouldn't have
gotten the job I have now. I wouldn't have been able to probably participate in
some of these programs that I have participated in unless I had been associated
with HOLA somehow.
The work Maria did in HOLA led to her current position. ERGs expose their members to
career advancement opportunities. Autumn, who is an administrative vice president and
former leader of AARG, the African American Resource Group, touches on providing
career advancement for others while finding a seat at the table for herself. Autumn shared
her story about how being in AARG helped her discover her voice:
I appreciate the groups. I think AARG is important. I am really proud of all of the
chapters, and all the work. For me, it really helped me to go to work for people
that I knew didn't see a lot, like a career path for them here. Then the flip side, I
think it put me in spaces and challenged me to be bolder because I did have . . . I
knew that there were a lot of people that needed my leadership. Without me being
challenged in AARG and knowing that I had this whole, this pack of people that
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were looking for me just to help lift them, I don't know that I would have had the
courage to be as vocal as I've been or put myself in spaces . . . . I think being a
leader of AARG pushed me into, “You do deserve to be in these spaces. I think
that empowered me as a leader and helped me with my own leadership skills to
see myself in spaces that maybe before, I really didn't see myself in. I really do
think it did help me, the group that I created.
Autumn understood her role and responsibility as a leader in AARG. Her role as a leader
was to provide opportunities, connections, and exposure for others within AARG. The
unexpected result of her leadership was that she was placed in spaces where she had not
previously imagined herself. Being a leader in AARG showed her that she was needed by
others, as well as empowered her to create opportunities for herself that benefited others.
Empowerment. There are different levels and sources of empowerment, both
professional and personal, that were described by study participants. Ms. Angelou, an
AARG member and vice president, feels that empowerment means different things to
different people:
I always feel like you are as empowered as you think you are. And I think
sometimes when we say empowered; we look at titles or positions to elevate. I
feel empowered because I impact a body of employees . . . . I don't always put
empowerment in the same line or category as excelling or being promoted . . . .
But I have to choose to be intentional about being empowered. The title, I believe,
is empowering me to be creative and to be my authentic self and to make the
things that we do about the masses, not about me. So, I feel in these roles, as
president of WIN, I was a committee chair at AARG, I'm co-president for WIN
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National because we don't have too many guidelines here, I feel like I'm
empowered in a place to have an impact at folks around me at any title.
Ms. Angelou uses her empowerment to be authentic, creative, and develop programming
that will benefit ERG members and the communities she serves. Ms. Winning had a
different perspective when it came to empowerment. For her, empowerment comes from
within, not from an ERG. She used her self-empowerment to benefit the work she has
done within the ERG. Ms. Winning said that her sense of empowerment came not from
her position or membership in the ERG, but because of who she is as a person. She used
her connections, personality, and skills, both for her professional endeavors but also to
reach beyond the organization and bolster it up through its connection with her and her
network in the community. She felt her power was intrinsic to herself, not something
gained or granted through connections with anyone or anything else. Executive and
senior leadership already knew who Ms. Winning is and what she brings to the table. Her
empowerment influences decisions behind the scenes and paved the way for others
through mentorship, sponsorship, and professional development.
Sylvia, an assistant vice president and HOLA member, shared two ways how she
is empowered, speaking frankly and networking:
So, I feel somewhat power to go up to my manager and my manager's managers
and be like, “No, this is not . . . . This is not good.” Like you realize there's no one
on your leadership that is diverse. When you're hiring, are we targeting
communities, not just LinkedIn. . . . I think I'm empowered because I've been
given opportunities to meet and network with a lot of SVPs. That has kind of
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given me the backup of . . . I have some very senior people who stand behind me
and know what I represent.
Having the ability to be candid with her manager provides a sense of empowerment for
Sylvia. This is due to the inclusive relationship she has with her manager. The inclusive
nature of ERGs provides its members to be their authentic selves which in turn allows
them to be their authentic selves with leadership. Autumn described how empowered she
has been as a member of leadership while also being a member of AARG. She derives
that sense of empowerment from the support she has received over the years. Her ability
to use her voice and make changes feeds into that sense of efficacy and empowerment.
Further, her position of leadership in the ERG has helped give her a sense of purpose and
power, and she wonders whether others who are not in leadership positions might feel the
same. Because of its benefits in terms of empowerment, Autumn wanted everyone to take
advantage of the sponsorship program. She did notice that there was some hesitance on
the part of African American employees, but she believes no one should be shy about it.
It is important, she argues, that these members do not count themselves out and accept
the opportunities that are offered. Autumn’s vision and passion for the sponsorship
program were not necessarily shared by others. For some, one’s position in the group or
organization is tied to empowerment, rather than something more intrinsic. Autumn
describes how one colleague dismissed the opportunities before her, saying she was in a
“place of privilege” in her career. Autumn explained, “It took me a minute to think about
that. Like, ‘What do you mean? I'm not in a place of privilege.’” The colleague insisted
that it was owing to Autumn’s “connections” that she felt empowered, even more
empowered than others.
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Autumn touched on how this experience in AARG empowered her:
Also, because I was. . . I don't know that this will be different because I was a
leader of AARG. I was kind of forced to figure out what resources were available
and, how do we help our members understand what resources are available to
them? Just empowering me to step into my strengths. It's really helped with that. I
think it's because we need to empower ourselves; it’s really helped me in that
matter, and then just showed me that I deserve to bet on me, in a sense. I can see
the value that I've been able to bring to the organization, and it took a while. It
took a while for me to look up, because you're running so hard because you're
trying to . . ..”It's not good enough.” Then once I really took a pause and took a
break to really reflect, and more of that is happening right now, which I don't
think I took enough time to sit back and think about the impact that it's had on me,
or the impact that I've had on others as once being the leader of the group. I think
it just helped me to challenge myself, helped me to make sure I knew what was
available in terms of my career development and how I'm advancing in the
organization.
The AARG helped develop Autumn to be a leader while challenging her to see the power
and influence she held. In doing the work for others in the AARG, she validated her
position as a leader while exposing that not everyone is as empowered as she is.
Inclusion and Belonging
Green (2018) defined ERGs as communities brought together by social identity
characteristics, including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and differing-ability
levels. Communities are comprised of families. The theme of inclusion and belonging
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encompasses the sense of members feeling like part of the ERG family and, by extension,
the organization itself. Indeed, some participants argued that many would have left the
organization if it weren’t for ERGs. In fact, some have left. Autumn realized that ERGs
cannot be the only reason someone stays at an organization. She explains:
I know it's been a saving grace for a lot of individuals. I do think, and many
people have told me this, if it weren't for AARG, they probably still wouldn't even
be here. It's not good enough. Still, people tell me that they don't feel seen or
heard, so I just got to keep running . . . . Then we see a lot of great people have
left the organization, that they were doing a lot of great work, and what we
consider, “Oh, I can't believe they left.” It's just people want their roses. They
want to get their flowers while they're here. They want to feel like the work that
they're doing, it's not just like, “Oh, great job,” but they're being rewarded for the
impact that they are making on the organization.
Ms. Angelou had this to say during her interview about ERGs:
I remember years ago, I told myself, I don't know if I would be here if I wasn't in
a resource group. And that was very honest and very frank, right. I think at the
time, I wasn't having the most memorable employee experience when I first
joined AARG, because I think we were having issues with our leadership at the
time, local leadership. We've gone through a merger with some things, and I was
kind of lost, just offering the ship. So, it's important. It's a great balance for me.
So, it's improved my employee experience. And it's a part of my employee
experience even 6 years later, right? I think that is part of how I stay engaged and
how we create the culture of the bank, right. And then, I felt a sense of inclusion
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and belonging in the AARG group. And I had a great leader there. So, the work
that we were doing, the flexibility, the inclusion, the teamwork, the camaraderie,
it was everything I was missing doing my BAU, my business-as-usual unit. So
that is, to me, the good work that we get to do, the passion behind the work that
we do. The visibility of the ERGs allowed me to be visible.
From this perspective, ERGs gave Ms. Angelou a renewed sense of purpose when things
weren’t going right during a merger. ERGs helped her stay engaged with the work at
hand, something she was missing in her BAU work. Sometimes the sense of purpose
supports and facilitates inclusion and belonging. Sophia shared how being in HOLA
helps new employees get acclimated to M&T:
My HOLA family has helped me realize that I could really make a difference, not
just in the community but with our employees too. We have employees that are
new to the bank and maybe don't know anybody. We can be that support system
too. Just like they were my second family when I came in, I definitely want to
pass that down as well. Paying it forward has always been big for me in life.
Something my parents taught me. It's part of our culture, I think too. We love to
help our family, our communities. Back home in El Salvador, you take care of
each other's kids. The neighborhood takes care of each other. You look out for
each other. So, that's just ingrained in me as a person and HOLA just magnifies
that for me.
Sophia validates the “we are family” sentiment expressed above when she spoke about
HOLA being her family. HOLA’s inclusive native allows her to know she can make a
difference in the lives of new employees when they first come to M&T.
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Initiatives. The participants of this study shared various initiatives that were
started as a result of being members of ERGs. From acts within the community to
displaying cultural pride, mitigating discrimination and bias, and creating opportunities,
each of the initiatives discussed below offers evidence of the benefits of ERGs. The
literature reviewed in Chapter 2 demonstrates several examples of initiatives started by
ERGs. For example, GE’s African American Forum offered university and professional
societies for Black engineers plant tours for students, interns, and future employees,
developed business in Africa, and donated $20 million in medical equipment (Reed,
2011). Ms. Winning talked about the advocacy groups that were started based on her
experiences at the bank where she had initiated the conversations about racism, stressing
that these experiences happened to her, that they happen every time she and others reach
a certain level, they find themselves blocked or thwarted or repositioned beneath
someone less experienced or competent.
Autumn shared this initiative about working with the HR department in the handling of
discrimination:
Right now, we're working with HR on trying to figure out a better process for
when somebody does have an escalated discrimination issue. Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion (DEI) leadership is leading some stuff for us to create some training
around what that means because people have different perspectives. Especially if
you look at HR, it's mostly White and mostly female. Whose perception of
discrimination is right here? Because you don't think it happened, you have a
different perspective from how you look at the world. You may not think that
happened, but if you ask Black people, would they think the same? . . . Black
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journey mapping, I think I played a significant role in a lot of that stuff. I played a
significant role in the D&I plan. I played a big role in helping us to look outside
of just admin, VP, and above and the Diversity Council.
Black journey mapping is a corporate initiative to understand what it means to be a Black
employee. Many valuable insights came out of the Black journey mapping experience. In
addition to mitigating racism and providing opportunities for African American
employees to share their experiences, Autumn was instrumental in creating a sponsorship
program, which she borrowed from the Western New York (WNY) group. She recruited
senior leaders to be sponsors and invited protégés who agreed and committed to being
protégés. With this arrangement in place, Autumn argued that the sponsors should take a
pointed and vested interest. While some were, Autumn believed it needed to be more
concerted and direct so that the protégés could see the opportunities before them clearly
and take advantage of them.
Ms. Sizzle described a collaboration between HOLA, Charitable, and the Albright-Knox
Gallery:
So, remember Charitable Contributions and there was an event with AlbrightKnox, and we were a co-sponsor of that. But Charitable Contributions reached out
and said unless HOLA can provide volunteers or this is going to be enriching for
HOLA, we don't really want to do it. “Yes, it will be enriching. Yes, we will put
time, we'll put a program together.” And we had artists that were not even all on
the East Coast talking about their experiences in getting an exhibition that was
two years in the making, completed during the pandemic. And it was about the
Hispanic Latino voice. So that was a lot of work. It was fun. And I think that it
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brought different pieces together, Charitable Contributions wanting to connect
with a community organization like Albright-Knox. And Albright-Knox, it's a
museum, they're bougie.
Ms. Sizzle talked about the impact of the experience, celebrating that Albright-Knox
captured that the participants wanted to be engaged, not just funnel money toward
projects. She wondered how it could be made meaningful for the community, how a bank
could sponsor something for the community that would be unique, something that the
community might not otherwise access without that support. She appreciated that the
sponsor seemed to want to fund collaboration and creation, rather than just writing a
check and letting others take care of the grassroots efforts involved.
Maria talked about the various Hispanic organizations HOLA has partnered with and the
initiatives established:
So, creating relationships with the neighborhood, with the Latin community. So,
groups like the Hispanic Heritage Council and the Hispanic Women's League.
When they had the mural, M&T gave some money for an initiative that they had
in the west side, through HOLA, we've done that. Hurricane Maria we had tons of
volunteers for that through HOLA. The Hispanic Heritage Council we've, how do
you call it? HOLA coordinates with them and supported them with any volunteer
stuff that they've had . . . . The parade. The first year we marched in the parade,
there were eight people, and . . . . last year, we had close to 100 people marching.
. . . We've also done some financial literacy again with local organizations where
we've gone in and talked to small businesses. We did a partnership with the Small
Business Administration and CRA. We've done where we've gone into the Bell
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Center and done financial literacy. We've gone into some of their after-school
community centers and done financial literacy for going into college and stuff like
that. The Hispanic women's groups every year during financial literacy month, we
do financial literacy for women.
Sylvia, an assistant VP and HOLA member, briefly shared how collaborations have
impacted the community, “A lot of financial outreach. A lot, a lot of financial outreach.
Partnering up with Bell Center and hosting financial literacy presentations with the
community.”
Sophia, a vice president, discussed volunteerism as a means to give back to the
community as a member of HOLA. She provided an example of an HOLA steering
committee’s outreach event and how everyone tries to work as a team and support each
other. No one wants to claim the credit. All will go out together to participate in hands-on
and other grassroots efforts in the community, such as making back-to-school backpacks
for low-income families.
Maria also shared a story where efforts could have been better between a local
college and HOLA. She talked about how HOLA was able to salvage this relationship to
produce tangible results. She and Ms. Sizzle, as president and vice presidents of the ERG,
respectively, had gone to meet the chief diversity officer from Buffalo State College,
Maria’s undergraduate alma mater. However, when they finally were together with the
chief diversity officer (CDO) and two other women representing the student body,
instead of a productive meeting spearheading efforts with student organizations, they
were faced with a litany of complaints about what M&T had not done for the college.
Both Maria and Ms. Sizzle were mortified. All of this time, HOLA thought M&T’s
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relationship with this college was good. The college provided evidence that was contrary
to this assumption. They had to save face, apologize profusely, and offer what they could
offer, even making it up on the spot. HOLA was determined to mend this relationship.
They offered an olive branch, proposing to sponsor an event where HOLA would pay for
the food, even inviting the AARG to join the gathering with the Black Student
Association. In the end, 25 M&T HOLA and AARG members joined just to talk to
students. Executive and senior leadership came, and HR and talent acquisition were
brought as well, trying to save the relationship between the college, M&T, and
ultimately, the community. The initiative HOLA facilitated not only served as a
collaboration with AARG and HR but also served to heal a relationship with an existing
community partner through programming. Through these initiatives, many participants
stated they felt empowered by being in AARG and HOLA. The next section goes into
detail on what being empowered means to participants.
Research Question 1 Section Summary. In this section, the findings related to
Research Question 1 on ERG benefits were described under the themes of empowerment,
responsibility, and initiatives. Further themes were refined from these four, including
finding your voice and value, career development, community, volunteerism, mentorship,
sponsorship, effective collaboration techniques, restoration of relationships, and
identifying where empowerment comes from.
The next section provides participants’ responses to Research Question 2: How
can minority ERGs facilitate professional development and educational sessions?
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Research Question 2: Professional Development
Another element central to ERGs is professional development. The participants of
this study shared their sentiments on the professional development provided by AARG
and HOLA. They shared the authentic conversations that took place during professional
development events. Networking and employment opportunities occurred as a result of
professional development. One participant even questioned if professional development
should be a function of ERGs. Another participant shared how professional development
led to a personal discovery for her loved one. According to the literature, ERGs represent
the employees with the specialized skills to volunteer their time to facilitate professional
training programs with educators (Waite & McDonald, 2019). ERGs implement the
inclusive leadership traits of effective collaboration by (a) working with other ERGs in
the facilitation of professional development, (b) bringing awareness of bias and showing
a visible commitment to D&I, (c) facilitating cultural intelligence by calling out cultural
norms, traditions, and values of ethnic employees, and (d) fostering a curiosity about
others through inviting members and non-members to their programming and
development initiatives. Table 4.3 presents the findings according to the four emergent
themes: leadership development and opportunities, ongoing educational equity and
investment, future leaders, and personal growth.
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Table 4.3
Research Question 2 - How Can Minority ERGs Facilitate Professional Development
and Educational Sessions?
Theme

Topic

Sub-Topics

Leadership Development and
Opportunities

Data, Matrices, Pipeline, Development,
Rising Leaders, Executive Assistants,
Visibility

Racial Equity, Access to Leadership,
Investment of Time, Partnership,
Ongoing Educational Equity and
Communication, Talent Pipeline,
Investment
Heart, Systems, Technology, Agile,
Professional
Change, Conversations
Development
Training, Basics, Barriers, Corporate
Future Leaders
Ladder
Commonality, Support, Opportunity,
Training, Sponsorship, Growth,
Culture, Behavior, Education,
Heritage, Rainbow, History,
Relationship Reputation

Personal Growth

Leadership Development and Opportunities. Mentorship and sponsorship
programs were discussed above as initiatives started by ERGs. ERGs provide mentoring
opportunities as a benefit of their membership. According to the literature, mentorship is
key to advancement for women of color (PR Newswire, 2002). In a Catalyst 2001 study,
7 out of 10 women of color who had a mentor in 1998 have since been promoted. The
more mentors a woman has, the more their move up the corporate ladder accelerates (PR
Newswire, 2002). Ms. Angelou talked about how participants in ERGs should also be
considered for the structured development programs offered by the bank:
One of the key objectives and usually key objectives in a business has an
immediate matrices or report to report on how well they're doing with some type
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of tool or something to help assist in that. And honestly, are we all pulling from
outside talent, or are we creating these employee resource groups to be a pipeline
to executive assistant (EA) programs? If we're not doing that, then I don't know
how effective that is. It's nice to have a rising leader in some of the other things,
but that's to be acknowledged and saying, “Oh, they have talent.” That's to
recognize the talent. Well, that's not the level of recognizing talent if the ERG
group, I can be in the ERG and be a leader there and still not be a rising leader
program. So hopefully, you're recognizing me in the ERG group, and then you tell
me, I got to get recognized again with our rising leaders (RL) group or whatever
that is, but there's still no designated placement. And there's not that level of
commitment, resources, and monetary compensation in those two programs the
same as they are for EA programs. I think since we had a mentorship and
sponsorship program, it was nice. The visibility was great. It might be a pool of
talent to look at and to pull from, but the next step would be an executive assistant
program, right?
The mentorship and sponsorship programs implemented by ERGs should lead to a
pipeline of talent for development programs, according to Ms. Angelou. Being a member
of ERGs should lead to opportunities such as participating in the development,
leadership, and executive associate programs. Currently, the only programs offered to
internal personnel are the Rising Leaders Development Program and Equity One. Key
objectives for these programs should be how many ERG leaders are participating in these
programs, where these employees sit in the organization, and after completion of the
program, have they advanced their career or received a promotion?
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Ongoing Educational Equity and Investment. ERGs’ facilitation of
professional development is not a one-time occurrence. Professional development is
usually a series of classes or training that leads to a certification, promotion, or
acknowledgment of a new skill. Charity had this to say about what it would take for
AARG to be the best ERG:
I would say one of the ways to make AARG the best resource group right now is
just to create more education around racial equity, and why everybody's
important, for sure. And so, some racial equity education, connections with the
CEO, like more often having leadership be able to sit down with the CEO
regularly if that's just once a quarter. And just putting the dollars behind some of
the work that's being done, I believe.
Ms. Angelou believes having the CEO and other executives invest more time in the
ERGs, especially their leadership, will help in the development of the ERG leaders:
I think employee resource groups are partnerships, and that's key. I'm a true
believer [that] everything is a partnership. There's a certain expectation of the
members of the employee resource groups. And then, it has to be a certain level of
commitment from leaders, but that goes both ways and communication and
dialogue with those that can make decisions. It would be nice to have our
executive team, right, and the board speaking with, at some time, our employee
resource group leaders. They got to reach down. And then we, as employees, have
to make it a point to reach up. While we're reaching down, we also will have to
reach up. You have to reach in both directions because if not, then the people that
can make the change won't ever get it from the level which is needed. It's not
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always the middle folks that have obtained it. It's the ones [that are] down where
the masses are, AVP and lower, that are really trying to find some type of way to
connect to the greater good so that we can have a pipeline of talent come in, right.
So, I think communication, round tables with executive management, with these
leaders more often and frequent, to hear and to listen, and then come back and
say, “This is what you're doing. Action items.” We got to do that more. And it
can't just be with the DEI group, right. That's still the heart.
Ms. Angelou believes that a deeper inspection of where ERG members are at M&T Bank.
Are they given the opportunities to be successful and grow? Just like the heart in the
body, the heart—the employees—of an organization needs to be trained and developed
continuously. Employees need to be given opportunities to be successful. These must be
put in place into systems that already exist. The systems created originally did not include
women of color, and they were not allowed access before now. Instead of creating new
systems, place women of color within the system that already exists. This is a
foundational aim of this research and a goal of not only this study, but in organizations
and systems at large going forward in a society increasingly welcoming of the myriad
diversities that comprise its citizenry, corporations, and consumers. ERGs represent the
employees with the specialized skills to volunteer their time to facilitate professional
training programs with educators (Waite & McDonald, 2019). When it comes to
professional development, Mrs. Big Red wants to see continuous support, education, and
reinforcement by management and leadership:
I think from this research side, I would like to see from a leadership perspective is
that continuous support and education and reinforcement. That we're all diverse,
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we're all rainbow. It's okay if you mess up because even in our technology, agile
world, it's not messing up its learning. It's bumbles and spills. Sometimes we don't
want to take and get the bruise and the cut and the scrapes. But guess what? It's
okay. We will heal, we will bounce back, and that's life. Change happens, I
always say every moment of every day, and I'm educated every moment of every
day. And I think from a leadership perspective, if we reinforce that educational
background, that knowledge of it's fine to be different, it's okay to have those
uncomfortable conversations, and everybody has their own opinion. It's not what
you say, it's how you deliver it, and how you reinforce it. And tie it with love,
please. That, at the end of the day, it's about being part of something greater than
you and I. That's the best thing I can describe right now from the leadership. I
thanked them for their support, up until now. I know that it's going to be a journey
and we're always going to face something. But I think together in uniformity, we
rise.
Charity, Ms. Angelou, and Mrs. Big Red would like to see those employees have
increased access to leadership, greater investment into the development of ERG leaders,
reinforcement, and commitment by the organization as a whole towards ERGs.
Preparing Future Leaders. The literature states that ERGs address the needs of
underrepresented populations in corporate America (Abdullah et al., 2016; Annabi &
Tari, 2018; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). These needs include professional
development, networking opportunities, mentoring, sponsorship, and mitigation of bias
and stereotypes of its members (Abdullah et al., 2016; Ainslie & Huffman, 2019; Annabi
& Tari, 2018; Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Green, 2018; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et al.,

89

2017; Reed, 2011; Scott, 2010; Welbourne et al., 2017). Another point discussed during
the interviews was how ERGs members are hesitant to take on leadership responsibilities
because they have never been taught the skills needed for those positions. Ms. Sizzle had
this to say during her interview:
It's a long-winded answer to me of saying in 51 years, if you can count on your
two hands the number of leaders, I think people underestimate exactly how much
we need to grow and how many barriers there are. I know that we're trying to
recruit for steering committee members, and some of the things that get in the
way, and you start to see it is, some people may never have led a meeting. They
maybe have never been responsible for an agenda and meeting minutes.
Everybody has the potential to know how to do that. But if that's where we're
starting with our leadership, it's not a judgment, that facial expression just
sometimes breaks my heart because people don't understand that the starting line
for people of color in corporate America is not the same for everybody. And so,
there's certainly a lot of learning but also a lot of teaching. And the lead time to
get the person ready for leadership is just much longer because something as
simple as you, I need you to go off and run a team, the person's certainly capable,
they just haven't been taught how to do it, which limits the ability of the whole
resource group and is also indicative of the position that they've been able to
achieve within the organization and indicative of how much further they have to
go in to “rise on the corporate ladder.”
The literature states that systemic factors still persist for women who want to
ascend to the organization's highest levels. Even though they are not openly displayed,
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these limiting factors lie beneath the surface and are still deeply embedded in corporate
culture, work practices, and norms; thus, these insidious barriers persist, and the results
are disconcerting (Beckwith et al., 2016). To improve the experience of women of color,
companies must zero in on these women and tailor programs to fit their particular needs
(PR Newswire, 1999). In order for these programs to be successful, a more personalized
approach is needed. A one size fits all approach to professional development does not
meet the needs of employees because everyone is not at the same level in their
development.
Personal Growth. Green (2018) defines ERGs as communities brought together
by social identity characteristics, including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and
differing-ability levels. Sophia shared what she saw as the value ERGs add to the
organization:
And see, this is the beautiful thing too about the resource groups and all of this,
like yeah, resource groups are meant for people to get together who have
commonalities and share things, but at the same time, it also brings together
people who don't have anything in common but to learn about each other. So, if I
could join every resource group, I probably would but I just don't have the time or
the capacity to do it. But I enjoy my time with all of the other resource groups too.
I always learn something new. So, that's the wonderful thing about us. We can
also come together for a common cause and help pick each other up regardless of
whether you're Latino, you're Black, you're Asian, you're gay, you're straight,
whatever. We all come together to help support each other and that's the beautiful
thing about the resource groups.
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Eboni, an associate and member of AARG, wants others to experience the growth that
she experienced by being a member of AARG. She shared stories of professional and
personal growth, job and networking opportunities, and development. ERGs especially
helped Eboni personally by getting her out of her shell. She shared during her interview
the growth and development she experienced as a result of participating in the
sponsorship program. Her sponsor was always at the meetings and was also a part of
AARG, and that combined support and camaraderie helped her gain confidence over
time.
Mrs. Big Red also shared how the professional development led to a personal
revelation in her own life:
You don't know what that person brings, their skillset, their knowledge. . .. their
cultural background will bring more to why they behave a specific way, and say,
“Wow, I would like to mirror that behavior.” What did they do to get there, or
what is it that I like about that behavior? And how do I embrace that? . . . I
definitely love the Hispanic heritage month because we educate on all the
cultures, not just specific ones. But again, rainbow. . . . I just love knowing where
people come from and what they've learned in their life and what makes them
tick. It intrigues me, just knowing that while yes, we are different in uniqueness,
but we have a commonality, we're human, we have blood, we have veins, we go
through things and so forth. Keeping that human aspect in mind. . . . When we
have our Hispanic heritage month, which is coming up very soon, I am very proLatin, find out, and I'm eager to learn more about different Hispanic cultures.
Because we are diversified.
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Ebony and Mrs. Big Red were able to take opportunities from professional development
and implement them into their personal lives. Whether through networking and training
opportunities to being human and treating others with respect, professional development
can impact personal growth and development.
Janelle was grateful for the professional development and the relationships it
created within the organization:
Thank goodness for professional development because I'm still being able to
round myself. You just never know, what if another position opens for me? I'm
ready. I want to be Number One. I'm not trying to be cocky but as a Black
woman, I have to show myself a proof. That's biblical and I have to because no
one else is going to see me. I had a woman call me. I used to support her for 15
years. When she transitioned to another position, I was, in a way, still supporting
the area. But then, she ended up going to . . . . They had another assistant. . . .
Even though they were in the same building at Commerce Drive, she'll come up
to me and she'll say, “Hi, Janelle, my admin.” I said, “I'm not your admin.” I said,
“I can't help you today, you need to go find somebody else.” But I was just
joking. Then it became an on-running joke with a few of us. . . . But she was
expressing to me how much she missed me. That meant the world to me. For her,
out of her busy day, at her level, to send me an email. . . .[to] say hello, I'm not
your admin. I just wanted to let you know that I miss you. I miss your smile, your
laughter. . . . So, people be looking at you, they listen.
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For Janelle, professional development led to long-lasting relationships and opened doors
for opportunity. The professional development ERGs offer opportunities to highlight the
talent of its members.
Research Question 2 Section Summary. This section presented the findings for
Research Question 2. Professional development included understanding the employees
are the heart of the organization constant and continued education, equity, and
investments by executive and senior leadership are necessities in order for professional
development to work. Members often learn about others as well as themselves as a result
of professional development. Professional development not only benefits today’s leaders
but also prepares the organizations’ future leaders.
The next section discusses participants’ responses to Research Question 3: What
does the successful implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the communities in
which members live and work?
Research Question 3: Successful Implementation
The purpose of ERGs is to provide networking opportunities, professional
development, mentorship, and sponsorship and help its members overcome weaknesses,
biases, and stereotypes (Reed, 2011). The aim of this study was to review the impact of
ERGs on women of color. The final research question was: What does the successful
implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the communities in which members live
and work? This section describes what participants believe needs to occur for successful
implementation into the mission, vision, culture, and corporate structure and their
suggestions for what successful implementation looks like for employees and the
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communities M&T serves. All participants viewed ERGs as being an important part of
the culture and structure of M&T. Table 4.4 presents the findings under the themes of
acknowledge the work, acknowledgment of bias, representation matters, and the heart.
Table 4.4
Research Question 3 - What Does the Successful Implementation of ERGs Mean, More
Broadly, to the Communities in which Members Live and Work?
Theme

Topic

Sub-Topics

Acknowledge the
Work

Passion, Sacrifice, Commitment,
Voluntary, Recognition, Purpose, Culture,
Community, Family

Acknowledgment
of Bias

Bias, White Women, LGBTQ, Women of
Color, Lack of Representation,
Recognition, and Diversity, Language,
Inequities, Customers, Microaggressions,
Social Unrest

Representation
Matters

Employee Experience, Representation,
Leadership, Insecurities, White Men &
Women, Community Reflection,
Advocate, Responsibility of Race and
Culture, Sponsorship, Data

ERGs, The Heart
of the
Organization

Employees, Systems

Successful
Implementation

Acknowledge the Work. As stated above, people want their “crowns and roses”
while they are still here. Their passion, sacrifice, and energy shine through in the work
ERGs do in order to present the organization’s commitment to diversity, equity, and
inclusion. Many times, this work goes unnoticed; employees are not rewarded or even
acknowledged for their efforts. Remember, these groups are voluntary, yet their leaders
and members invest in their initiatives as if they were full-time jobs. Autumn elaborated:
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I think what's really important is to measure the amount of time that people spend
in AARG versus what really has happened with a lot of these members? This is
all the time that you're spending, the time that we've spent, the impact that we've
made on the organization, but then where are people sitting? All of us are very
passionate about these things that we're doing, but it comes at a cost. It comes at a
cost of our mental health, our emotional health. Sometimes, even our performance
because some people, they spend so much energy on the resource group stuff that
their other work starts to slip back, and the pressure . . . . This is the amount of
pressure that we put on these resource groups. This is the impact they've made to
the organization but look at where many of the members are still sitting. We need
to give people the titles that they deserve. We need to pay them for the work that
they do . . . . Even if we don't make it a full-time role, pay them. They should get
an extra bonus. We're giving people a bonus for being bilingual employees, so the
multicultural banking initiatives, so why not? It's a volunteer effort, but this is not
volunteer work. The caliber of work that they're doing is not volunteer type of
work. I think, for me, that is a big indicator that we are sucking the life out of
people, and they're doing great things and they're very passionate. We always say,
“You can make a change from anywhere in the organization.” Yes, but we need to
give people their crowns.
Sophia mentioned that there needs to be more acknowledgment for the employees who
volunteer their time and efforts in ERGs. She appreciates that all the effort and labor is
volunteered, demonstrating the commitment and passion members have for the
organization. She wishes there would be more recognition from leadership, especially for
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those who have been contributing consistently. Even through the pandemic, which caused
great personal and professional duress, members continually showed up to stay relevant
and help each other. Simply acknowledging what those efforts contribute to M&T overall
in terms of community, morale, public relations, and so on would go a long way toward
creating a better sense of inclusion for members.
Despite all of the work ERGs do, there are some who do not understand the
impact of these groups, what goes into making them successful, or the passion for the
work is what keeps employees at M&T. Ms. Sizzle believes that the roles of ERGs have
expanded beyond mitigating racism. Networking is a huge component of ERGs,
especially for those small in membership numbers, like HOLA. The networking aspect
allows members to connect with others who share the same cultural interests or traditions.
Members are exposed to other departments in the bank through the members who
represent those areas. In the case of HOLA, leadership also fields debate around history.
For example, many employees have asked HOLA to throw a Cinco de Mayo party.
HOLA educates members and employees on why Cinco de Mayo is not celebrated in the
Hispanic communities.
People who participate in ERGs love the work they do in these groups. However,
they are asked to limit their work in these groups. Sophia shared this experience:
In the past, I've been told, “Well, maybe you need to take a step back from certain
things,” and usually, sometimes the resource group will be one of those things,
“Maybe you can delegate a little more.” It's like don't ask me to delegate the
things that I'm passionate about. Like, come on. The one thing I like to do you're
going to tell me to step away from because I need to focus on other things. I think
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giving the resource group that importance because it is important, and I feel like
we help elevate the culture of this thing. Goodness gracious, we help retain
employees. If the people didn't have the support systems that they have through
the resource groups, we probably would have lost a lot of employees a long time
ago because they feel isolated or they stand out or like they don't belong to
something. So, again, I just think that needs to be acknowledged.
Many minorities have a feeling of “otherness” or being an outsider, which is a form of
isolation that may also lead to few friendships or limited social activity at work (Angel et
al., 2013; Beckwith et al., 2016; Washington & Roberts, 2019). As stated in the literature
and in the responses of participants of this study, ERGs provide a sense of community
where members can connect to their culture. Even though they are not getting promoted
or pay raises, the sense of community is critical to a sense of belonging in the
organization. Autumn feels sad that this sense of belonging and inclusion is so contingent
upon optional groups, rather than manifested within the organization.
In the section on ERG benefits, participants reiterated that ERGs provide a sense
of community and even family. When evaluating their status with M&T, many
employees think about the ERGs and how they play a role in their lives before deciding
on if they should stay. These groups are important for their members. There are some
who still undervalue the work of these groups. Sylvia said:
So, it always feels like the efforts you do at resource groups or for diversity
inclusion initiatives are not really quite legitimate. Like that's not really
experience. You need more exposure to the people who actually hold the key to
the doors to get you in. Even though, I feel like the resource groups are kind of
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like the back way into senior management. Because you get to meet them and
have a relationship with them and everything. But when you actually try to get in
the house, it's like, “Nope, we don't know who you are.” So, I think that's the
problem with resource groups, that it's legitimate work for the people who are in it
and doing it, and for the people at the top who get to look cool because their
company has resource groups.
ERG members want their work to be acknowledged by management and leadership. Even
though these groups are voluntary, their work matters for the organization to be
successful, especially for the communities they serve.
Acknowledgment of Bias. The literature describes how many White Americans
are convinced that racism no longer exists or there is no such thing as systemic racial
inequality (Quillian et al., 2017; Tulshyan, 2019; Wilkins, 2015). Ms. Sizzle, HOLA
member and vice president, had this to say:
I think the organization is trying to figure itself out and what its identity is when
you consider race, ethnicity, other demographic characteristics. So, I think when
resource groups all began and we started to use the word diversity at M&T,
people would be like, “Well, okay, as long as we talk to women, we've got that
covered.” I think we've gotten a lot better going beyond gender, but we still have
so much work to do. I mean, your question was around minority. When I think of
minority, I think of racial minority. But there are senior leaders who might,
because they're in, say, the LGBTQ community, say that they are a minority
group. And that's not wrong, but I also have to educate like, “Wait. What? Oh, I
go through it every single time.” And I think that that goes back to . . . . And I'm
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going to be blunt here and this is my opinion. I think, broadly speaking, it's okay
to be White and in the LGBTQ community but not necessarily be a person of
color. And regardless of being in the LGBTQ . . . . Do you understand what I'm
saying? I think that for some people in the organization, they're more comfortable
with a gay White guy or a lesbian, gay White woman than they are with a straight
person of color, in any regard.
This is also true for White women. Ms. Sizzle reflects that the relationship with diversity
and the need for it to be extended beyond White women has not been fully grasped by
most of her White colleagues. While she harbors no resentment toward White women,
per se, she acknowledges that the bulk of the efforts aimed at mitigating discrimination is
shouldered by people of color there, particularly African American and Hispanic women.
Ms. Sizzle stresses that it is “hearts and minds” that need to be changed, but there are not
enough people like her to make as much of an impact as she wishes.
Race is a difficult topic for many senior leaders, and this discomfort does not
serve their institutions or employees well, according to Tulshyan (2019). More leaders
are jumping headfirst into gender diversity efforts that do not consider all women's
experiences, particularly women of color. While many companies are making progress in
mitigating the gender gap between men and women, women of color generally believe
(and have experienced firsthand) that gender diversity was originally created to support
Caucasian women (Sankar, 2020). African American women report exclusion from
informal networks and conflicted relationships with Caucasian women among their
challenges (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Reed, 2011). Even the dynamic between White
women and women of color surfaced during Ms. Sizzle’s interview as it related to the
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women and minority ERGs. In the research she has done, Ms. Sizzle learned that women
ERGs focus mostly on the needs and priorities of White women without much
consideration for those of women of color. Women of color do not see themselves in the
mission and visions of the groups and, as such, do not feel represented there. She went
further, suggesting not only that they do not feel represented, but they do not feel
welcome. While she suggests the White women do not know how they are
communicating, “the vibes and all that,” Ms. Sizzle does not trouble herself to correct it
either.
According to the literature, women of color are “clustered in staff” rather than line
positions and are unable to gain the valuable experience required for career advancement
(Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Clustered in staff refers to the non-visible jobs, those
which do not have any upward mobility. These positions include janitorial staff, call
center, cleaning crew, cafeteria staff, and other general staff. By not being seen in
prominent positions, Maria, an assistant vice president and member of HOLA, called out
how biases against the Hispanic and Latin American communities are causing missed
opportunities for the bank:
Sometimes I feel like that's it, I feel like the bank not investing in more of that
community, they've left money on the table . . . . I wish the bank would really
understand how very important Latin people are to not just the community and
not just us associates but as a means of business, right? It's all circular because if
you're going to get more Latin customers you need to have more Latin associates,
you need to have more things in Spanish. Money is money and this is a business

101

and we're in the business to make money. How do you leave out money on the
table?
Maria believes women have an important role in any business, even though they are the
last ones on the totem pole, especially women of color. Even though women are a
minority group, she stresses that White women cannot really be lumped with Black
women, who themselves cannot be lumped with Latino women. Black women should
now have reached parity in pay, but Latino women are still striving to reach that goal. In
short, Maria argues that women cannot be aggregated as a monolithic category, although
she feels the bank tries to do that because of the highly disparate experiences and
histories women of different demographics have lived.
Along with not being in prominent positions, women of color also experience pay
inequities. Discrimination against women still exists today regarding pay and promotion
(Beckwith et al., 2016; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Although the salary gap has
lessened over the years, from 42% in 1960 to 21% in 2014, there are another 40-plus
years before the wages are expected to be equal to men (Beckwith et al., 2016). This
disparity still impacts women and African American women significantly. Autumn also
mentioned the pay gap experienced by women of color and how hard it is to deal with.
Janelle would like a difference in pay. She knows there is a salary gap somewhere,
although it is stressed that it should never be discussed. At the same time, she is curious
and is certain her White counterparts make significantly more than she does.
Maria, Autumn, and Janelle, in three separate interviews, independently discussed
the inequities experienced by women of color. Sophia, an assistant vice president and
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member of HOLA, also brought up the microaggressions that occur in the workplace
against her:
I can't tell you, even in my current role, when I get together with my counterparts,
there's one of me in every market and I say something and then somebody repeats
what I just said and then the person who repeated what I said gets “Oh, that's a
great idea such and such.” I'm like, “Didn't I just say that?”. . . It's been so
apparent that I remember one of my colleagues once said, “Well, Sophia actually
said it.” Thank goodness, he at least acknowledged and said, “Actually, I was just.
. . .” I'm like, I don't get it. But I feel invisible sometimes. It makes no difference
what your title is, what your grade, non-grade level is. It doesn't matter. If you're
of a certain background, to some extent you're still invisible and that's sad. Equity.
Equity.
Ms. Winning, an associate and AARG member, discussed how a change in mindset needs
to take place, especially in hiring practices. She wants M&T to know there is still a
problem. Even if they hire a certain number of people and put them in position, especially
as a result of the national awakening in the wake of the George Floyd protests, it is not
enough. There needs to be a shift, not merely a performance. The people put into position
had earned it after being at the company for years. HR needs to not just say they support
diversity but show it by being open and supportive when people come in with an issue.
The company needs to be protected, of course, Ms. Winning says, but the employees also
need to be protected. If they feel protected, they will be willing to say. That is the way to
retain good quality, committed people.
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An organization should not hire just for the sake of hiring. Their actions need to
be intentional. The literature repeatedly asserts that an organization that explicitly states
that it values diversity is more trusted by people of color than one that states it is
colorblind because colorblind implies that the company was trying to assimilate the
diversity of others instead of embracing their uniqueness (Nelson, 2014; Walter et al.,
2016).
Representation Matters. Despite having over 17,000 employees, M&T’s
Hispanic representation in their workforce is 3.2% (Femi, 2020). During Ms. Sizzle’s
interview, she discussed how representation matters within the employee’s psyche:
When we were doing some of the Latinx employee journey mapping. . . just
broadly, I would say that the themes of, I want somebody to look up to, kept
coming up. And there was one interviewer where I was like, “Do you see yourself
maybe being in that position?” “I don't know. I never thought about it.”
Employees want to see people in leadership with whom they can identify,
physically, religiously, phenotypically, or otherwise. Participants corroborated this
finding in the literature. Ms. Sizzle admits that this is a big gap to overcome. When
people are looking for leaders to aspire, to emulate, they cannot find anyone because their
numbers are limited. These members are hard workers; however, they don't even see that
they could potentially be that aspirational leader that others are looking for. They need
representation from senior and executive leaders as inspiration. Ms. Sizzle has asked
employees, “Why can't that be you?” Even though, they have the qualifications, they
have the tenacity, determination, all of the qualities, purpose and values, curiosity,
candor, and collaboration, they do not see this as a possibility because they do not see

104

themselves reflected in senior and executive leadership. Representations in key positions
matter. Even in the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) office or in DEI events, there
was no Hispanic or Latin American representation. Sophia shared her thoughts about this
space:
I like the current CDO. I think he is wonderful. I think they picked the right
person to lead. In those efforts in the past, I mean, I know this is going to make
the recording, but I was at an officer meeting a few years [ago] and they
introduced our diversity and inclusion head, and it wasn’t the current CDO. Or I
don’t know if it was called the same thing anyway. This White gentleman shows
up and me and one of my work friends looked at each other and like, “Okay, so
this is who's going to lead those efforts, somebody who can never walk in our
shoes. You're not even a woman.“ Or, when I watched a panel of speakers talk
and there were two White women and two White men and then they talked about
how diverse that panel was now. I said, “So to you guys, diversity means man and
woman, okay. It doesn't stop there.
Sophia shared another incident that occurred regarding the misrepresentation of diversity.
She talked about how the bank was working on a bilingual resource list for customers,
but no one who was bilingual was serving on the project. Sophia questioned the
authenticity of the project because those that belonged to those communities were not
part of the process or project.
According to Beckwith et al. (2016), the root cause of the inequality is
perpetuated because men wrote many workplace policies, norms, and practices for men
and out of men's experiences. For example, how organizations define and evaluate
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leadership capabilities and competence is mainly based upon male-dominated traits.
Moreover, societal presumptions about men's and women's roles continue to persist
where women are viewed as still primarily responsible for household matters and not
labor outside the home. Maria reflected on history and how it played a role in decisions
for the development programs and how that has led to a lack of diversity in leadership
now. The people in leadership were chosen 20 or 30 years ago and placed in position to
promote. At that time, it was nearly all White men, and that mindset has carried over for a
generation. So, according to Maria, it might be necessary to pull from the outside for the
time being to redress the disparities that have been entrenched by years of habit and
resistance to change, as few, if any, people of color have been put in place to promote
through the ranks in the same way. Waiting for a generation of people of color to achieve
leadership positions is untenable and ultimately bad for business in the long run.
Maria believes that M&T is a really good company, but it has a lot of work to do.
Many people who work at M&T are great and are trying to make a difference. The issue,
to her, is that M&T is starting from way behind. For many years, the only voice that
mattered was the middle-aged White man. The White man was “king,“ and indeed, why
would a king give up his throne? She believes there are people who feel DEI efforts are a
threat to their livelihood and perhaps even their existence. Yet maybe they cannot think
strategically down the road. To be sure, Maria notes, the White population is declining.
At some point, this population will be the minority. What will M&T do then? Maria
talked about a presentation she attended with the CEO about M&T’s history:
. . . 25 years ago, 30 years ago, this bank was not thinking about elevating
minorities. You have the CEO, which I think is great. It's an easy choice, right?
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He can pass for White and that doesn't take away from him being Black at all, I
know that he is a proud Black man, I get that. But it has nothing to do with him; it
has to do too who was in power back then. Even in the Office for Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion, there is no Hispanic or Latin American representation. If
you want to say you are inclusive, everyone needs to be represented. You have to
decide what's important and then you have to go forth and you have to make that
happen and you need money, you need money. So, what would it take to hire one
more person?
Sophia expressed something similar, one that seems to be a shared perspective with all of
the participants from HOLA. She feels that they need more support for their community.
She appreciates that leadership shows up when asked, but she asks for more: that they act
as allies and get onboard with the goals of the diversity that the organization asserts it
wants to achieve. She thinks it is essential that the community is considered as a part of
the organization, even when they are “not in the room.“ She wants representation but
does not feel that it has been achieved yet. Even initiatives that involved the Latin or
multicultural community were spearheaded by people outside the group, people who did
not have an intimate understanding of what it was like to “be in our shoes.“ Even the
diversity council does not have a diverse membership. That disconnect between the ideas
and the implementation is frustrating because it appears efforts are being made, but they
are falling short and, in some ways, causing more problems. Because there are so few in
HOLA, getting more advocates on the outside to support their community and group
would lift some of the burden and create a more organic and authentic collaboration
toward these goals within the organization.
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The common theme is that representation is needed. Ms. Sizzle shared her
thoughts about Hispanic and Latin American representation in leadership. The highestranking Hispanic Latino person in the banks was a woman, but one who was reserved and
needed to be coaxed to open up and share her experience. Ms. Sizzle found this
disheartening. The lack of an example at the highest level of leadership made achieving
the goals of HOLA and similar research groups more challenging. Further, it creates
mixed feelings, for while Ms. Sizzle is grateful that there is even representation at all, the
potential that is not being reached in fostering the community outreach and other
advocacy goals because of a disengaged leader creates an “aspirational leadership hole.”
Representation matters. This sentiment was shared by every member of HOLA
who participated in this study. It matters at all levels but especially in leadership.
Hispanic and Latin American employees are looking for someone to aspire to be, and
when this is not present, they have a hard time visualizing themselves in those roles.
Sylvia shared how the data on representation impacted her as a member of HOLA when a
sponsor volunteered for the first time, rather than being assigned, as they often were,
because so few Hispanic people occupied a position at a senior level that there were not
many options. With the new sponsor, Sylvia and the group just wanted to have fun and
teach people lighthearted things about Latin society and culture, such as how “Cinco de
Mayo's not Mexico's Independence Day.“ This sponsor, however, really made an effort
and has been instrumental in initiating and pursuing some new goals. She is data driven
and wanted to run the numbers on how many Hispanics are getting promotions, titles,
joining the bank, joining the HOLA resource group, and so on. This sponsor really
wanted to get at the heart of Hispanic and Latin representation. Getting behind the
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numbers is important. Sylvia continued that her group just hoped for the best, but the
process opened the sponsor’s eyes to how bleak the situation was. No one has much
power to change anything because they are all lower than vice president. It was
reassuring and inspiring to see her run the numbers and elevate the situation that Sylvia
and her group lived every day. The new sponsor validated that lived experience and
asserted it was not acceptable that there was no equitable representation.
ERGs, the Heart of the Organization. Ms. Angelou referred to the ERGs as the
heart of the organization in the section on professional development:
We got to learn how to start talking to the brain of the organization and the brain
got to talk to the heart and the heart got to talk to the brain, right? That's what I
would love to see. That's one of the things we haven't talked about, I think is how
do we connect that to the bigger piece? It's not the end all be all. It is just a piece
of the puzzle.
Ms. Angelou emphasized the importance of ERGs:
I would love for the bank to see that analogy. I've never thought about it like that
before, but the ERGs, the employee resource groups are the heart of the bank. It's
not the customers, it's not our accolades, it's the employees that do the work every
day. And we have a diverse body of employees that come with different
experiences, different filters that can connect with different people in our
communities and create more customers. However, we're just the heart. And I
think everybody knows that there's systems. When we take anatomy and biology,
there's different systems and the heart is an integral part, right? Without the heart,
the body can't function, right. If the heart stops, it all stops. So, I think we've got
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to start looking at our diverse employee resource groups as the heart of the bank
and then start saying, “What other systems in the body do we need to support the
heart to keep it pumping?“ Right? To keep it pumping and what do we need to do
to strengthen the heart? So, everybody talks about aerobics and exercise and
strengthening the heart is important. And strengthening the heart is important so
that the rest of the body works together, but it has to be more than just employee
resource groups. And if it's that important to the body, it can't just be seen and
known. It has to be exercised just like we said, with aerobics. So, in order to
exercise these employee resource groups, isn't giving them a whole bunch of
activities or anything like that. We got to take it to another level and say, “Hey.“
And I think, hopefully, I do believe we're going in that direction.
Research Question 3 Section Summary. Research Question 3 asked about the
successful implementation of ERGs. Findings yielded the themes of acknowledging the
work that ERGs do, acknowledgment and acceptance of bias, representation matters, and
ERGs, the heart of the organization.
Expect the Unexpected
How does the saying go: “expect the unexpected?” Some unexpected findings
came out of this study. This final section presents these new insights that emerged from
the analysis. Participants shared themes that ranged from self-identification and trauma to
discrimination and D&I burnout due to lack of representation and diversity.
During this study, the traits of inclusive leadership (IL) were observable in the
experiences shared by African American, Hispanic, and Latin American participants.
These traits include humility, effective collaboration techniques, visible commitment to
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D&I, awareness of bias, curiosity about others, and cultural intelligence. What was
unexpected was that these traits yielded other, unexpected, and new insights, including
self-identification in the Hispanic and Latin American community, trauma and how the
Table 4.5
New Insights
Theme

Expect the
Unexpected

Topic

Sub-Topics

SelfIdentification

Hispanic – Latin American, Assimilation,
Immigrant Status, Culture, Community

Trauma

Childhood, Culture Shock, Isolation,
Discrimination, Stereotypes, Racial
Injustice

D&I Burnout

Lack of Diversity, Lack of
Representation, Long Term Impact,
Allyship

participants experience it, and D&I burnout due to lack of diversity and how this work
can impact those who do the work voluntarily through ERGs. The participants' stories
related to these new insights of self-identification, trauma, and D&I burnout are shared in
the following sections. Table 4.5 presents a summary of these findings.
Self-Identification in the Hispanic, Latin American Community. One of the
unexpected new insights emerging from this study was self-identification within the
Hispanic and Latin American communities. Chapter 2 discusses that the notion of
intersectionality explains power and oppression as multidimensional (Crenshaw, 1991).
Race and gender are not “mutually exclusive categories of analysis” (Afable, 2015, para.
2). Women of color do not experience pressure or privileges discretely but
simultaneously. Hispanic and Latin American participants in the study identified the
intersections of being an immigrant, multilingual, Hispanic, or Latin American as added
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components to self-identification. When analyzing M&T’s workforce numbers for
Hispanic and Latin Americans, some question the efficacy of their representation at M&T
due to self-identification.
Sophia, a vice president and member of HOLA Greater Washington, shared:
I think part of the problem is self-identification. Some people still don't see the
importance of that. Some people still feel that being bilingual or having a different
background is not added value, which I think is huge and unfortunate that some
people feel that way. Sometimes when you come into this country, you want to
blend in, and you don't want to stand out, so you tend to hide the fact that you're
Latino or that you come from somewhere else with the fear that you're not going
to be accepted. So, self-identification is another big thing that I'm trying to work
on right now. I met our national chapter president, who is big on that too, so when
you talked about the 3% Latino representation at M&T, I think it might be a little
higher, not that much, though. There are so many things that go behind that, the
mentality and just the experiences people have had. So, for me, that's something
that I'm trying to help the bank with is having our community self-identify,
whether it's in Workday or stepping up to help with initiatives and just to be heard
and counted.
Sophia is proud of her heritage and wants others to feel the same way. The data on
Hispanic and Latin American representation is flawed due to a lack of self-identification,
which compromises collecting and analyzing patterns of representation and participation
in these demographics. The reasons why Hispanic and Latin American personnel refuse
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to self-identify are complex. However, not self-identifying has impacted the data on their
representation in the workforce. Sophia is trying to encourage others to self-identify.
During her interview, Ms. Sizzle, a vice president and member of HOLA WNY,
discussed the impact of the ways in which people choose to self-identify:
In the deeper conversations that we've had in the HOLA groups, there's a
discussion around self-identification. Because, to some extent, people don't want
to self-identify, they don't want to not get a job, or they don't want to get a job
because they've identified themselves as Hispanic or Latino in an HR system. And
that perspective is so prevalent. And it works against us because you can't say the
numbers are horrible, they are, but they are based on people self-identifying. And
to me, I'm like, “Well, I don't want you to count if you don't self-identify.” I
mean, if you don't consider yourself Hispanic because you feel like you're Whiter,
okay. That's the big issue for us; what are the actual numbers? I think it's higher.
No, it's not. It's based on people who self-identify that kind of thing. I think we try
really hard to look at the individual. So maybe you're Afro Caribbean, and you're
Hispanic, and you identify as Black. Okay. What does that mean?
Ms. Sizzle brings up the point of what constitutes self-identification. Some Hispanics
choose to identify as White because that is how they understand themselves. Others, such
as Afro Latina or Afro Caribbean with Hispanic descent, might identify as Black,
Hispanic, Black with Hispanic, or Other. These variations in self-identification, all
legitimate, could skew demographic data on workforce and other participation in and
contribution to society because these categories are disaggregated in ways that other
demographic groups might not be.
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Maria, an assistant vice president and member of HOLA WNY, shared her family
dynamics concerning self-identification:
HOLA gave me the opportunity to start examining self-identification again. It has
always been very easy, and this is not by design, but it's just the way life happens
to play, that I happen to look White, but my family doesn't. If you saw my mom,
my mom is Afro Latina, right? My sister is not as dark as my mom but definitely
darker than me. It wasn't that I . . . neglected . . . my ethnic background because
I've always been proud to be Puerto Rican; I've always been proud to be Latina; it
just wasn't part of my day-to-day.
Regarding self-identification in Hispanics and Latin Americans, intersectionality
carries different nuances and implications. Immigration status, multilingual, and
multicultural environments did not correlate with nor emphasize ethnicity; therefore,
participants shared that many identifying with this demographic do not see the value in
calling this out. However, M&T encourages self-identification to show diversity in its
workforce.
Diversity of Trauma. Another new insight that emerged from this study is the
notion of trauma. Several participants shared stories of trauma they experienced in their
lives, workplaces, and elsewhere, and the impact the trauma has caused. The experience
of trauma was different for each participant. Their shared stories illustrate these
differences.
Sylvia, an assistant vice president and member of HOLA WNY, recalls a trauma
from her childhood that caused a bias against working at a bank. Sylvia shared the story
of when she was a child in a Latin American country, she was at a mall where a bank was
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robbed at gunpoint and two guards were killed. It was profoundly traumatic, and she
vowed never to work at a bank. Sylvia admitted the true reason for her employment at
M&T was being recruited by a family friend. This family friend helped her realize her
potential and encouraged her to apply. She believes that if she hadn’t been recruited by a
friend, she never would have considered working for the bank. Her friend reassured her
that M&T was a good company to work for and that Sylvia’s attitude would carry her
through, even if she did not know much about American currency or how banks work.
This friend was her husband’s godmother and was always thought of as someone who
was a role model for their lives. Because she spoke highly of the company, Sylvia trusted
her. Her Google research suggested the company was prioritizing other communities as
much or more than the products it was selling. She admits that one commercial made her
cry, and since then, “M&T’s been making [her] cry since then.”
Another trauma experienced by participants was culture shock when they moved
to western New York to work for M&T. Ms. Sizzle described how she came to Buffalo, a
bigger city than what she was used to, having come from Amish country where life was
more “multicultural.” Ms. Sizzle had a community where she spoke Spanish at home, at
church, even at school at times. However, the social and cultural climate is different in
Buffalo than in Ms. Sizzle’s hometown. There are schools in Buffalo that teach Spanish
as part of their curriculum; however, it is not the norm throughout the district. The
Spanish language is not reinforced by other classes. Most other classes are in English. It
is hard to truly immerse students in Spanish when there is only one class dedicated to the
language. Herman Badillo Bilingual Academy is the only school in the district where
Spanish is spoken throughout the entire school. Sylvia recalled when she first moved to
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western New York how HOLA helped her transition to the United States. The culture
shock—particularly the lack of diversity—was traumatic, and the resource group helped a
lot. She recalls wondering to her husband if she was the only Hispanic in the city. It
seemed like everyone she saw was “Polish or Irish.” She described the experience as
“weird for me to be somewhere without me.” She missed speaking Spanish; she missed a
lot of her culture.
As a child, Mrs. Big Red, a member of HOLA WNY and assistant vice president,
shared a similar experience about culture shock due to the lack of diversity in her school
district and how she responded to it. She had moved to Buffalo from Puerto Rico and
quickly had a very bad experience. Because she had come from sunny Puerto Rico, her
skin was tanned from the sun and she had short, curly hair. The school she had entered
was predominantly White. Another student came up to her and asked her “what she was.”
She had no idea what he meant or how to answer. As he persisted, she found herself
growing more frustrated. She heard her mother’s voice reminding her to be true to
herself, and suddenly it flashed in her mind that no one really knows who they are. She
retorted to the student, “I’m a rainbow” and walked away.
When Mrs. Big Red told this story, she became passionate, as if she were reliving
the event. She kept referring to this throughout the interview. Mrs. Big Red also shared
an experience a family member went through and how that traumatized them. Mrs. Big
Red provided details about the experience and then shared how AARG helped her and
her family member embrace who they were:
. . . my niece at school was basically harassed. And she's of mixed descent, so
she's Spanish, and she's African American. My sister wasn't reachable, but I was.
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I am, by far, the most passionate person about ethnicity, integrity, involvement,
and so forth . . . . She [had been] asked to take her earrings off and her necklace
off because they felt it was not appropriate jewelry for the young lady . . . . one
side was Puerto Rican, the other side she had African American colors . . . . I just
didn't understand why she was asked to take her jewelry off when no one else's
jewelry was taken off in the classroom. I said to [the teacher], “I need to
understand why you wouldn't . . . .” She was like, “Oh, it was a little bit too low,
and we didn't want it to get caught up on the project [the class was] doing.” I said,
“But her earrings and her necklace?” I had to question the behavior. That made
me very upset because, during that period, the United States was having a lot of
controversies, as far as . . . . And we've always had controversy, as far as
ethnicity, race, where should we belong? How proper should we be? What we
should look at, what the typical person should be? It really resonated with me that
I think at the first time, I thought we would have been really not abolished, but
because I had not experienced it, that my niece of 12 was experiencing it was very
insulting. So, when the teacher saw me, obviously, let's say it, I am a very Whitecomplexioned Latin person . . . . That was my first time questioning someone
else, as an advocate, their race, ethnicity, and culture. Was it biased? Was it not?
Not that I hate doing it, but I didn't feel the need to do it because she was a child.
She needed to just be in school, learn, and go from there. I found it very offensive.
Because of the actions of this teacher, this family member questioned who she was. In
this case, Mrs. Big Red illustrated the IL traits of visible commitment to D&I and the
cultural intelligence to change the situation. Mrs. Big Red continued to tell the story of
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how she brought the same niece to the bank for an African American History Month
celebration. The niece did not want to go because her hair “wasn’t flat.” Mrs. Big Red
wondered what that had to do with anything until her niece explained that her hair
“wasn’t proper.” She went into the bathroom and came out with big hair herself, which
reassured her niece and made her feel better. The support of the AARG helped her find
the courage and confidence, knowing they had her back. She realizes people will criticize
and judge, that they cannot understand, and she wants her niece to know who she is and
why and to be comfortable with and proud of it.
The moral of this story is to be proud of who you are. We are all unique and what
makes us unique, makes us beautiful. Maria, the assistant vice president and member of
HOLA WNY, observes how different she is and feels between her life in New York City
and her life in western New York. Back in New York City, or even when she first moved
to western New York, she was much more immersed in the culture than she is now,
where she is extremely isolated from her culture.
The literature shows that African American women are more likely to experience
unfair treatment in training and advancement, disengagement, discrimination, prejudice,
and lack of psychosocial and instrumental support, therefore, reducing access to
professional networks (Sanchez-Hucles & David, 2010; Walter et al., 2016). The African
American women participants shared different forms of trauma they experienced in the
workplace. Their trauma was caused by a bias in the workplace and their awareness of it
is one of the traits of inclusive leadership. Janelle, an associate and a member of AARG
WNY, shared an experience of when she first came to the bank:
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I have been employed with M&T for a very long time. I was very confused about
whether I should stay simply because of the way I was being treated. I was hired
to go into central operations, and then, suddenly, they moved me to the third floor.
It has not been the most pleasant experience. So, I'm thinking I'm still part of
central operations, and they made me a part of retail. They treated me as if I was
on the low end of the stick. A lot of people, White people, would not come to me
because they didn't have any faith in my skills. So, they will go to the other White
women in the area and ask them to do work or ask them to do any type of
research, whatever. Then one day, I got into a confrontation with my supervisor. I
felt low; they weren't treating me with respect. I remember shouting at her, and I
threatened to reach out to the NAACP for backup to help me fight this thing. I'm
just as skilled. I'm educated. I have my associate degree as a senior administrative
assistant. I was like, what's going on. What's wrong with me? Why aren't people
coming to me? She said, “Well, if you don't like the way the department is being
run, you can just leave.” “You can leave? You don't want to say, well, let's work
this thing out, let's talk about it?” “No.” What she did was she went to senior
management and reported it, and they backed her up. So, to this day, I don't know
exactly what was told. But she came back and said, “I said what I said. Either you
stick with it, or you leave.” I decided to stick with it, and I fought super hard to be
the best person at that job. I worked tireless hours, my hours were technically
from 7:30 to 4:30, but I will come in the office from six o'clock a.m. and work
until some days 10 o'clock p.m. I was a single parent of one at that particular time.
But I was determined to make a name for myself and show them who I am.
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Janelle ended up staying with M&T, but she did question why she stayed.
Autumn, a member of AARG Mid-Atlantic and administrative vice president, shared an
experience she had when her organization was acquired by M&T. At the time, it was
determined that she and her colleagues were not “at the caliber” of the M&T management
development program (MDP) participants, so they just finished out the original program
and were not incorporated into the M&T program. In order to be accepted into a
development program, certain criteria must be met. Those criteria may include a GPA of
3.0 or higher, numerous rounds of interviewing, fit and aptitude for the environment one
will be placed in, and a willingness to learn the organization from various vantage points.
The purpose of a development program is just that: to develop someone. Autumn was
accepted into her former employer’s program because they saw what she brought to the
table. The fact that she was told that her cohort from the previous organization was not to
the caliber of the MDP makes one question what was meant by “caliber.” Autumn shared
another story on how the social injustice in the US before and during COVID-19 played a
role in traumatizing employees:
We've got to do something, but not realizing that all of these people were
traumatized and were all still very traumatized. Not that we were traumatized . . .
I don't know that it was any more traumatizing than we've been for our entire
lives. I think what it was, was there was a spotlight on our trauma. Many of us,
after having actually vocalized, because before, I'd be one of those people that
was like, “It is what it is. This is what life is like for us. It is what it is, just
another day of being Black in America. That is our life.” Then you really sat and
like, “We don't mean anything.” We could be murdered on camera. People are

120

watching. People are watching, and then you're on camera, over $20. Your life
means nothing, and they knew it meant nothing, and he knew it meant so much of
nothing that he did it while he was being recorded.
The killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and countless others
were front and center in the media. There were colleagues who did not understand why
the African American community at M&T was not okay. During her interview, Autumn,
who is also a mother, reflected that it could have been her children, a family member, or a
friend. U.S. history has shown repeated violence against African Americans since they
first were brought to this continent. During this tumultuous time in 2020, the African
American community at M&T was expected to show up to work, perform their duties and
responsibilities as usual, while also teaching non-minority colleagues about the
struggle—their struggle—yet doing so distracts, stresses, frustrates, and ultimately,
retraumatizes the people doing the teaching.
D&I Burnout Due to Lack of Diversity. According to Good (2021), D&I
burnout, also known as diversity fatigue, is the feelings of exhaustion, isolation, and
sometimes skepticism associated with a desire to understand and solve the complex
issues surrounding racial justice. Autumn, Ms. Sizzle, and Maria all shared stories about
D&I burnout related to the work ERGs are doing around diversity, equity, and inclusion.
During her interview, Autumn shared the following about D&I burnout:
In my opinion, I think if we really want to support those that give their time, and
energy, and effort for AARG and the other resource groups, specifically the ethnic
and culturally diverse resource groups . . . . They rely on them a lot to make a
change in the organization. Because there is so much responsibility. . . . Again,
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these are all side-of-your-desk jobs, right? “How do we make changes in our
organization?” Our people have been doing that, and it's a lot of work. It's a lot of
work, and they're burned out, frankly, honestly.
As stated throughout this study, ERGs provide mentoring, sponsorships, professional
development, and networking opportunities. Organizations expect these groups to make
and influence change, yet they are voluntary groups. Members do this work off the side
of their desks while doing their normal job. The work of ERGs feels like another fulltime job, especially for the leadership of these groups. When asked about the work ERGs
do for the organization, Ms. Sizzle had this to say:
The bank can't recruit more than 33% of employees. You want all that to help,
recruit. The people that you have helped make their lives enriched and their
careers better. And do our day job. Right now, it's all too much. . .. I'm proud of
the work that we've done. It is gut-wrenching and heartbreaking sometimes. It's
often very rewarding, but I think that many of us know that the work we're doing
is not for us. It's for whoever comes after us. And I don't know if it's pessimism or
realism or whatever, but it's not going to happen. The change that needs to happen
is not going to happen while we're at the organization. It is further out. So, we're
laying the groundwork. Yeah. Because I think it's more painful to try to build for
immediate change, that's revolution. And we need... And we may get to revolution
at some point, I don't know. I feel like we have bits that are revolution, but
overall, it's a longer-term play.
Maria was very passionate about the issue of D&I burnout because she has been
doing the work in HOLA since its inception. Maria is one of the few who is always
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selected to be the face for the Hispanic population at M&T. As one of the founders of
HOLA, she has not seen the numbers change for Hispanics no matter how hard she works
in this space. She believes that the banks need to hire more Latin people. They depend a
lot on the same handful of Latin people to speak on the Latin agenda and the Latin
experience. The result is that these few people have become burnt out. Maria notes that
the same phenomenon happens to African Americans employees, as well, although she
concedes that there are more African Americans to make it a bit easier.
Numbers matter. Representation matters. Members of AARG and HOLA share
similar experiences; however, AARG has higher numbers which makes implementation
appear to be easier. Maria goes on to say that some of the people are doing a great job
and that they are great allies. However, with so few Latin people, she needs to be able
kills two birds with one stone. She needs to have a Latin agenda to be a part of, and she
needs reciprocity in the allyship because so much falls to her as one of the few people
shouldering the efforts. With her time spread so thin, she has to prioritize Latin concerns.
With no Latin person in HR, she cannot easily advocate for HOLA, HOLA WNY, HOLA
National, or any other instance when Latin voices need advocacy. She reminds us that she
has a job for which she is grateful, on top of everything else. She believes that if she had
some other job, she might have stepped away already. In most other jobs, she would not
be able to also engage in the advocacy work that she is so passionate about as well.
There needs to be Hispanic and Latin American representation in key areas like
executive, senior leadership, and HR. The expectation of representing HOLA cannot fall
on one or two people. HOLA is a voluntary group with no compensation. HOLA leaders
have actual jobs that they are paid to do. There needs to be an emphasized effort by all to
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ensure the Hispanic and Latin American initiatives are put in place to grow their
population within M&T’s workforce. Maria talks about how if she were in a different
role, how that role would have impacted her work. It takes a lot of work to do the
advocacy work, and the ERG and M&T have been relying too much on the few Latin
people to handle everything related to Latin culture and issues for so long that she
wonders if the company began to think it was not necessary to hire more Latin people.
She finds it very disheartening that she has worked for years but the “needle hasn’t really
moved.” She plans to resign at the end of the year, in part because of this sense of being
demoralized.
Expect the Unexpected Section Summary. This section described the
unexpected themes that emerged from the interviews. First, the issues surrounding selfidentification in the Hispanic and Latin American communities were considered. The
participants questioned the efficacy surrounding their numbers in the M&T workforce.
While many view being bilingual as an advantage, Hispanics and Latin Americans view
this differently. They view being bilingual as bringing attention to their foreign status.
They do not what to receive a position predicated on this basis. They want to receive the
position because they earned it.
Next, trauma and how it manifested for the participants was described. One
participant talked about a childhood trauma that led to the decision to never work at a
bank. If it were not for a family friend recruiting and encouraging her, she would not be
at M&T. Culture shock was another trauma revealed in the Hispanic and Latin American
participants. They discussed how their previous communities and environments
encouraged their culture and heritage. Even though Buffalo, NY, is a bigger metropolitan
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area than where the participants previously lived, they experience being disconnected
from their culture due to Buffalo’s history of segregation. The African American
participants experience different forms of trauma. Their trauma was based on racial
injustice, stereotypes, biases, and institutional discrimination.
Finally, the problem of D&I burnout based on lack of diversity was presented.
Members of AARG and HOLA feel that all the work they do as voluntary organizations
can compete with their actual jobs. ERGs are expected to provide mentoring, sponsorship
opportunities, professional development, and other activities while being voluntary
organizations. It was also mentioned how the same members are repeatedly being tapped
to do the work. In the case of HOLA groups, since their numbers are smaller than those
of AARGs, they are doing more with less. This leads to D&I burnout because there are
not enough people doing the work that the organization as a whole should be doing.
Chapter Summary
In this presentation of the study findings, participant responses were organized
around the following themes: ERG benefits, professional development, successful
implementation, and new insights. ERG benefits include career advancement,
empowerment, inclusion and belonging and initiatives. Professional development
included understanding the beginning, history, and collaborations involved in putting
them together. Constant and continued education, equity, and investments by executive
and senior leadership are necessities in order for professional development to work.
Professional development is ongoing, meaning that current leaders need to provide
development for those who are identified as future leaders. Members often learn about
others as well as themselves because of professional development. However, there are
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some who question if professional development should be facilitated by ERGs.
Successful implementation included acknowledging the work that ERGs do,
acknowledgment and acceptance of bias, representation matters, and the heart. The final
section presented unexpected and new insights that came out of the data analysis. These
insights included self-identification in the Hispanic and Latin American communities,
trauma and how it was experienced by participants, and D&I burnout due to lack of
diversity and representation.
In Chapter 5, the findings and implications of the study are discussed. Limitations
are noted and recommendations for future studies suggested.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
The purpose of this hermeneutical phenomenological study was to look at the
impact of employee resource groups (ERGs), if any, on African American, Hispanic, and
Latin American women in career advancement. Since the inception of ERGs in 1970,
there have only been five women from these demographics who have become CEOs of
Fortune 500 companies (Agence France Presse, 2021; Beckwith et al., 2016; Garcia,
2015; Good, 2021; Wahba, 2021).
According to the literature presented in this study, some of the missions of ERGs
are to improve recruitment, retention, and advancement opportunities for women
(Bierema, 2005). Despite the existence of ERGs for over 50 years, with 25 of these
witnessing ERGs dedicated to women, there is limited research on their impact on
women of color. This hermeneutical phenomenological research aimed to understand
better the lived experiences of women of color, especially African American, Hispanic,
and Latin American women employed by an American financial institution and who are
members of ERGs, and the role the ERGs had, if any, on their career advancement and
professional experience.
This study aimed to capture the lived experience of African American, Hispanic,
and Latin American women who are members of ERGs (Moustakas, 1994; Usher &
Jackson, 2020). The ERGs of which participants stated they were members were the
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African American Resource Group (AARG) and the Hispanic Resource Group (HOLA).
The research questions asked were what do participants of ERGs believe are their
benefits to themselves and their organization, how can minority ERGs facilitate
professional development and educational sessions, and what does the successful
implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the communities in which members live
and work?
The theoretical framework used for this study was inclusive leadership (IL). IL is
all about creating relationships that foster mutual benefits (Hollander, 2009). Under IL,
leaders and followers can interchange their roles. IL also values personal differences
(Bortini et al., 2016). Concerning ERGs, leaders and members are on the same level. This
provides the opportunity for everyone to immerse themselves in new or uncomfortable
situations to support growth and development (Bourke & Espedido, 2020).
IL traits displayed within ERGs are awareness of bias, cultural intelligence,
curiosity about others, effective collaboration techniques, visible commitment to D&I and
humility. These traits and other attributes such as leadership, mentorship, sponsorship,
family, development, opportunity, and network were used to establish three themes based
on participant responses.
There were three research questions addressed by this study. The first question
asked what do participants of ERGs believe are their benefits to themselves, as members,
and their organizations? The second question was how can minority ERGs facilitate
professional development and educational sessions? The third question asked what does
the successful implementation of ERGs mean, more broadly, to the communities in which
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members live and work? The participants' responses yielded themes that validated the
efficacy of ERGs in the lives of women of color.
The themes revealed through participants’ responses were that ERGs are
beneficial to women of color, ERGs can effectively implement and facilitate professional
development, and certain actions are highlighted as necessary to successfully integrate
ERGs into the corporate culture and structure. There were three other themes that yielded
new insights. The fourth theme, and the first new insight from this study, was the lack of
self-identification among Hispanic and Latin American employees. The fifth theme that
the researcher did not expect was diversity or variations of trauma experienced by
participants due to race. The sixth theme that yielded new insights was diversity and
inclusion burnout or D&I burnout due to lack of diversity and representation. Each of the
themes will be discussed in detail as they relate to the study.
Findings and Implications
This study aimed to examine the impact of ERGs on women of color. For this
study, women of color were defined as African American, Hispanic, and Latin American.
The themes presented in Chapter 4 revealed the essence of how ERGs have impacted
women of color through three key findings and three new insights. The three key findings
addressed how ERGs were beneficial to women of color, how ERGs can effectively
implement and facilitate professional development, and highlighted actions needed to
successfully integrate ERGs into corporate culture and structure. The three new insights
in Chapter 4 were the lack of self-identification of Hispanic and Latin American
employees, diversity or variations of trauma based on race or ethnic differences, and
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diversity and inclusion burnout (or D&I burnout) due to lack of diversity and
representation. The first theme discussed is how ERGs are beneficial to women of color.
ERGs are Beneficial to Women of Color
The first finding revealed that ERGs benefit women of color because they aid in
career advancement, empower their members, provide an environment of inclusion and
belonging, and provide opportunities for members to facilitate initiatives that impact the
organization and the communities they serve.
Career Advancement. This study produced results and examples to corroborate
that ERGs aid their members in career advancement by exposing members to other areas
around the organization that they would not normally work with, interact with managers
and leaders through projects and collaborations that benefit the organization and
communities they live and serve, and provide members the opportunity to perform
“stretch assignments” outside their daily duties so they can develop and grow their skills.
Participants shared how if it weren’t for ERGs, they would not have their current
positions. One participant shared that through the work she performed in AARG, such as
research and creating the sponsorship program, she would not have received her position
in the office for diversity, equity, and inclusion. Another participant mentioned how her
current manager got to know her through her reputation and work in HOLA. Once a
position opened in his department, she was encouraged to apply. Another participant
received her current position because she attended a career fair that was a collaboration
between ERGs. Her intent was to expose her employee to different areas of the bank, but
she was the one offered an opportunity in a field she was passionate about. Reed (2011)
stated that one of the purposes of ERGs is to provide networking opportunities to their
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members and discussed how the women’s network group at General Electric focused
their efforts on advancing their membership’s careers. According to Beckwith et al.
(2016), women of color, especially African American women, need to look for stretch
assignments that will provide exposure to management and leadership. ERGs provide
these opportunities by having their members serve in leadership roles or sit on steering
committees where they are responsible for facilitating meetings and programming.
Participating in ERGs not only leads to career advancement but feel empowered. The
next subtopic discussed is empowerment.
Empowerment. A benefit identified in the participants’ responses was that ERGs
played a vital role in participants feeling empowered. Empowerment allows for some to
practice candor when speaking to colleagues and can result from title, position, and
networking. Some participants viewed empowerment as coming from within. With selfempowerment, they were able to aid other employees in understanding the culture at
M&T through ERG programming. Other participants believed that their membership in
ERGs gave them empowerment by providing them a voice to speak candidly, exposure to
leadership, and opportunities to participate in community outreach. One participant
shared that she felt empowerment comes with title and position with the organization. As
a leader within an ERG, she used her empowerment to ensure the programming she
facilitated benefited their intended audience, including the ERGs members and customers
of the bank. Another participant shared an experience where she found out that not
everyone was as empowered as she was. This was due to her being in senior leadership,
giving her access to senior and executive leadership. She was also a leader in the ERG.
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The colleague that brought this to her attention was not at that level. This point ties to the
previous statement about empowerment coming from title and position.
Referenced in the literature is a 2012 phenomenological study on the leadership
development of African American women executives in academia and business and
which yielded five core values from interviews with successful African American
females (Beckwith et al., 2016). One of the core values shared was that these leaders
were predestined for success. Another core value was that they learned how to play the
game. These values come through self-empowerment.
Inclusion and Belonging. Another benefit revealed by this study is that ERGs
provide a sense of inclusion and belonging for their members. Inclusion and belonging
impact employee experience, creating an environment similar to a family where
employees feel engaged and differences are acknowledged but valued. ERGs allow those
with similar backgrounds, beliefs, and values to come together for a common cause.
These causes could be based on culture, shared likes and interests, or common goals, just
to name a few. ERGs allow their members to be their authentic selves. One participant
stated that ERGs are the reason why some employees remain with the organization.
Lieber (2012) argued that ERGs retain employees because of their inclusive nature,
respect for common characteristics, and employer commitments. Angel et al. (2013)
noted that many women of color, especially African American women, are challenged in
their regular roles by counterparts and colleagues, which prohibits them from being their
authentic selves. The inability to be oneself strains the relationships one has with
colleagues. ERGs provide an outlet for members to share their experiences, vent to
someone who is similar, and help address the issues. ERGs also serve as a surrogate
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family to members who are away from their families. Especially with the Hispanic and
Latin American participants, HOLA became their family because many of them separated
from their families to be employed at M&T. In the literature, Green (2018) defines ERGs
as communities brought together by social identity characteristics, including race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and differing-ability levels. Communities are
comprised of families. Communities provide inclusion and a sense of belonging for their
members. In a corporate setting, ERGs do just that for their members.
One participant shared that once she became employed and active in HOLA, this
ERG became her second family. Some participants shared how the ERGs celebrated
traditions that their families shared. Family traditions such as helping her community and
taking care of her neighborhood resemble her work with HOLA. Another participant
stated that HOLA helped her reconnect with her culture, which she missed being away
from family. She is proud of the work HOLA has done within the Hispanic community.
When HOLA shows up at events, families in those communities say, “That’s my bank,”
or “M&T is in the house.” The community may not know the participant by name, but
they know HOLA and the connection they have with this ERG. A sense of inclusion and
belonging is critical for minorities to be successful. Feeling a sense of inclusion and
belonging is also displayed in the initiatives facilitated by ERGs.
Initiatives. Another benefit revealed by ERGs where the initiatives facilitated by
members. Initiatives can help to address bias experienced by employees through journey
mapping exercises. They can celebrate the history and culture of a group or organization
as well as serve as stretch assignments for members so they can get exposure in areas of
interest. Initiatives can be passion projects that allow members to collaborate with
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community partners in the neighborhoods they live and serve. Initiatives such as
mentorships, sponsorships, and professional development aid in the growth of its
members. Every participant shared a least one initiative they facilitated or was a part of
that not only benefited the ERGs, but also benefited the organization as a whole. ERGs
started as grassroots organizations to combat racism and promote an inclusive work
environment at Xerox in Rochester, NY, in 1970 (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et al.,
2017). The reach of ERGs has expanded. ERGs not only mitigate bias in the workplace
but, through initiatives like those described above, also provide networking opportunities,
mentoring and sponsorship to members, and exposure to senior and executive leadership
while serving as conduits to the communities wherein the members and organization live
and serve. Participants shared various initiatives they performed as members of ERGs.
These initiatives included internal collaborations for career fairs, panel discussions, and
networking opportunities. ERGs also facilitated collaborations with external
organizations for financial literacy and community engagement activities. Scott (2010)
points out how ERGs are used to support and participate in community activities. In
return, communities feel that the organizations that the ERGs represented have a vested
interest in the areas they work and serve. To be sure, ERGs facilitate mentoring and
sponsorship, an engagement and activity which falls under the rubric of professional
development.
ERGs Can Effectively Implement and Facilitate Professional Development
The second finding revealed that ERGs are successful when leadership not only
supports them but invests in them with its time, talents, and funding. ERGs, through their
professional development activities, provide leadership, development, and opportunities

134

to enhance their members’ skillset. Even though it is ongoing, education provided by
ERGs should involve an equity component and be invested by leadership. ERGs develop
and invest in future leaders by having them sit on steering committees or leading projects,
which leads to professional growth and personal growth. While Scott (2010) describes
ERGs as groups that facilitate mentoring and sponsorship, they also conduct cultural
dialogue through collaboration as well as provide professional and personal development
for members and employees in general.
Leadership, Development, and Opportunity. This study noted that in order for
ERGs to successfully facilitate professional development and educational sessions, they
have to look at leadership, identify where development is needed, and find opportunities
for employees. McPhee et al. (2017) suggest that ERGs provide outlets so employees can
be themselves. This study on an Aboriginal ERG stated, “It is good to be able to ask
about the culture, careers, professional development that you may not feel comfortable
discussing with your manager” (McPhee et al., 2017, p. 1112). Another participant stated:
When I first started, I would be shy around clients. I would not ask many
questions. You get in the ERG and develop those skills. Now, it is not a big
challenge to ask questions. ERG helped me do my job, and that helped the
organization (p. 1112).
ERGs provide mentoring opportunities as a benefit of their membership.
According to Donnellon and Langowitz (2009), ERGs use mentoring as a professional
development tool for their members. ERGs are multigenerational, with senior members
mentoring new members. The older members disseminate their knowledge to newcomers
through informal discussions (Human Resource Management International Digest, 2019).
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Participants found opportunities through their ERGs to participate in development
programs or develop relationships with executives through ERG-sponsored leadership
conferences. Employees found that owing to the professional development support from
the ERGs, they were given the opportunities to excel within the organization and found
additional opportunities externally. Professional development is ongoing, there needs to
be an equity component, and investments by the organization are vital to its success.
Ongoing Educational Equity and Investment. Another point made by this
dissertation study is the fact that professional development is not a “one and done thing.”
It is ongoing. To mitigate bias, an equity component needs to be introduced. Investment
for these groups needs to be ongoing and reinforcement of good practices needs to be
shared. A 1995 study of the Standard and Poor’s 500 by Covenant Investment
Management found that businesses committed to promoting minority and women
employees had an average annualized return on investment of 18.3% over 5 years
compared with only 7.9 % for those with the most shatterproof glass ceiling (Beckwith et
al., 2016). In order for ERGs to be successful, there needs to be support from leadership.
This support should be geared around racial equity, direct communication with the CE
and other executive leadership, and funding for the programming and initiatives. ERGs
need leadership to invest in them with their time, talent, and resources so members know
they have a vested interest in their success and survival. Investments in these groups
cannot be a one-time thing. Financial support affords (literally) ERGs the opportunities to
facilitate professional development events and networking activities. Having senior and
executive leadership serving as presenters, sponsors, and mentors strengthens the
connection to ERGs. This intimate involvement in these groups illustrates their
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commitment internally as well as clearly demonstrates to the communities and future
hires that they support ERGs.
Future Leaders. Evidence from this study shows that the work of ERGs not only
impacts current leaders, but also impacts future leaders. This impact is due to training the
next set of leaders by current leaders, understanding the basics as well as barriers
experienced, and identifying core competencies that will aid in climbing the corporate
ladder. For many organizations, ERG members are used for recruiting talent at career
fairs, campus presentations, and through their presence on corporate websites and printed
materials. Scott (2010) stated that ERGs are used to help the organization recruit and
retain talent, promote leadership opportunities, provide a voice to uncover issues and
discover methods for improvement, and provide insights into business strategies and
initiatives. Current leaders have to identify future leaders. Current leaders need to address
gaps in recruitment and retention strategies and can use ERGs to do so. This is intentional
for organizations with the mission of identifying the right talent, meeting the talent where
they are, and having representation that looks like them that would make them feel
welcome to apply. ERGs are also used to retain talent by helping them get the
opportunities that build skills, connections, and experience. This study shows how ERGs
level the playing feel by training new steering committee members with basic needs such
as running meetings, developing an agenda, speaking in front of the membership, setting
up virtual meetings, planning an event, and working on projects. They provide
mentorship opportunities for their members, supporting the professional development and
skills of future leaders as they promote through the corporate ladder and are expected to
be comfortable presenting to management, stakeholders, and colleagues, know how to
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develop an agenda that will be used to manage the time for meetings, and manage
projects effectively. ERGs are invested in the success and growth of their members. The
work currently being done by ERGs benefits both the current membership and the
organization, but the work is ultimately being done is to help future employees of the
company, as well as the future viability of the company itself. An example of this is by
identifying pain points experienced by Hispanic and Latin American employees,
addressing the need for more representation in senior and executive leadership by
selecting participants to participate in development and sponsorship programs, and being
vocal about policies that impact this demographic. Through professional development,
future leaders will not only experience professional growth in their careers but personal
growth.
Personal Growth. According to Bortini et al. (2016), IL centers around
relationships and values personal differences, creating a foundation of trust that supports
personal and professional growth. IL calls for powerful accountability among all
individuals involved, from a professional to a personal level, and considers that
professional development is not possible without personal development as well. It
broadens its focus from professional efficacy and productivity to personal skills and
capacities less directly correlated with those measurements, such as system thinking,
persuasion, intuition, foresight, and listening with intent (Bortini et al., 2016). ERGs
embody IL. They are centered around inclusion and the uniqueness of their members.
ERGs have aided this study’s participants in job obtainment, professional training, and
personal growth and many of their achievements can be attributed to their participation in
these groups.
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Highlighted Actions Needed for Successful Integration of ERGs into Corporate
Culture and Structure
This study supports the assertion that ERGs are beneficial to women of color and
can effectively and efficiently facilitate professional development. However, to do so,
there are necessary actions for leadership to take for ERGs to be successfully integrated
into the corporate culture and structure. These actions include acknowledging the work
being performed by ERGs, acknowledging that there are biases that need to be addressed
and that representation matters at all levels of the organization, and finally,
acknowledging that ERGs are the heart of the organization and need to be recognized,
supported, and invested in.
Acknowledge the Work. ERGs are voluntary groups of employees coming
together to promote diversity and inclusion initiatives set forth by an organization by
facilitating interaction and social engagement to support and address issues of common
interests (Abdullah et al., 2016; Glassman & Glassman, 2017; Lieber, 2012; McPhee et
al., 2017; Welbourne et al., 2017). Leaders and members of these groups are sacrificing
time from their families to do this work. Leaders and members are doing this on top of
their actual work responsibilities. For many members, ERG work is their passion because
they are allowed to work on activities that they are passionate about while fulfilling the
mission and vision of the organization. They want credit for the extra labor they
contribute that ultimately benefits the organization as much as the community and the
individual. Executive leadership knows and supports the work of ERGs. They realize, for
example, that these are the groups that go into the community to facilitate financial
literacy. These are also the groups used to demonstrate and model how diverse the
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organization is at career fairs, collegiate panel discussions, and conferences. There are
questions on how the acknowledgment should be demonstrated, such as financial
remuneration, additional hours reserved to work, or the annual performance reviews.
However, all participants agreed that senior and executive leaders need to acknowledge
the work being done by ERGs more visibly and intentionally in order to foster support
throughout the organization, especially among those in senior and middle management
who may be, or often are, less familiar with the work and benefits of ERGs. In
acknowledging the work, leadership also needs to recognize the biases experienced by
members of these groups.
Acknowledgment of Bias. According to the literature, minorities are seen as
menial workers, employed for janitorial, cafeteria, and line-worker tasks. They are not
seen as business owners, entrepreneurs, or affluent (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). In a
financial setting, minorities are characterized and stereotyped as “underbanked” and
underserved. The stereotypes and biases against minorities, especially African American,
Hispanic and Latin Americans, have prevented the bank from growing this employee
base and reaching into their communities. HOLA members pointed out that unbiased
views of Hispanic and Latin American communities are essential to developing this
workforce and business line. These communities are filled with entrepreneurs, business
owners, and wealth. Money does not discriminate or put stereotypes on communities;
people do that. Until M&T, as an entity and in its leadership, recognizes these
communities as communities of value, it will continue to miss opportunities to grow its
business there.
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White, African, Hispanic, and Latin American women are all different. The
misconception that doing for White women means doing for all women needs to cease.
The literature points out that even though White women are categorized as a minority,
they have racial privilege that confers an advantage in obtaining senior-level, c-suite, and
board of director positions, owing mainly to the fact that White women share this racial
privilege with most colleagues or managers, who still remain predominantly White men.
White women experience biases and stereotyping because of their gender, whereas
women of color experience gender and race discrimination (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Chapter 2 discusses the notion of intersectionality that explains power and
oppression as multidimensional (Crenshaw, 1991). Race and gender are not “mutually
exclusive categories of analysis” (Afable, 2015, para. 2). Women of color do not
experience pressure or privileges discretely but simultaneously. Hispanic and Latin
American participants in the study identified with the intersections of being an
immigrant, multilingual, Hispanic, or Latin American as added components to selfidentification. Could it be the misunderstanding or misinterpretations of intersectionality?
Study participants noted that women ERGs are unaware of how their actions and
communications are perceived by minority women. Whether owing to an unconscious
bias or something more intentional, women of color do not feel that their needs are met in
women’s ERGs, so they look to their cultural ERGs to meet their needs. This is a
powerful observation. There are different perspectives about what diversity looks like or
what an “ideally” diverse workplace looks like. Consensus on this point is not guaranteed
and it is possible that the notion of intersectionality might be used against women of
color to favor their LGBTQ counterparts, who also represent a form of diversity, and
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perhaps an “easier” form of diversity to tolerate, as race remains loaded, complicated, and
its sensitive and complex issues resisted. By the same token, White women are favored
because being a woman is also a form of diversity. Some senior leaders can be
uncomfortable talking about race, and they are doing their talent a disservice by ignoring
racial equity in the workplace (Tulshyan, 2019). Implications due to bias are discussed in
the forms of self-identification, discrimination, and trauma.
Discrimination against African American women is a common occurrence in the
workplace. According to Hall et al. (2012), discrimination in the workplace comes in
many forms. Stereotypes and excessive demands to work extended hours, being ignored,
and assumptions of incompetence are pervasive, as noted by this study’s participants.
This sort of institutional discrimination unfairly restricts opportunities through
organizational policies and procedures that particularly disadvantage some groups or
perpetuate advantages or privileges for another.
Bias is engrained throughout the organization. Diversity is more than gender and
sexual preference. Checking off diversity boxes does not translate to an acknowledgment
of bias, nor does it indicate true inclusion. Looking at hiring practices, acknowledging
that minorities represent more than the unbanked or underrepresented, and understanding
the true impact of intersectionality will help with the recognition and acceptance that
biases are inevitably present and facilitate ways to address their effects throughout the
organization. Acknowledging bias will also help address representation disparities at all
levels.
Representation Matters. The literature notes that women of color executives are
often isolated in their roles. Statistically, women of color executives are in the minority in
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executive positions, often resulting in few to no peers sharing their race and gender
(Beckwith et al., 2016; Washington & Roberts, 2019). Many participants shared how the
lack of diversity has impacted the morale of employees and how ERGs aid in boosting
confidence. Job applicants may be reluctant to apply to positions because they do not see
anyone who looks like them in those departments. This is also the case for students
looking at future employers. If they do not see ERGs or a diverse workforce on a
company’s website and literature, they will not apply to that organization for
employment. Members of HOLA mentioned how they had to get the only Hispanic in
senior leadership to identify her ethnicity when speaking at events. This speaks to the
issue of self-identification, one of the new insights of this study. If a senior leader will not
speak up, why should employees speak up about their culture and identification? Having
allies is tremendous but having leaders to whom one can relate is essential. Leaders who
represent the culture provide a voice for employees who physically resemble that culture
and their communities, communities that the organization might ultimately serve. Having
leaders intentionally decide to hire people different from themselves also sets a precedent
for acknowledging that different is acceptable and even appreciated. These hiring
decisions can be and are intentional, as participants observed. These leaders can ensure
the voice of the culture is heard, decisions made benefit those they impact, and those
employees get the necessary support to be successful. Employees are the heart of an
organization, not leadership or customers.
ERGs, the Heart of the Organization. Employees make up the workforce.
Without employees, there would be no products or services, leaders, or an organization.
Employees represent the culture of an organization. Employees make up the ERG
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members. According to Bierema (2005), ERGs are the bond of like-minded people for
contact, friendship, and support in a work setting. ERGs display the organization’s
culture at career fairs, in interactions with colleges and universities, and through
programming and facilitating events. Like the human heart, the organization’s heart
needs to be developed, supported, and exercised. Leadership, one participant noted, is
like the brains of the organization. The brain needs to give information to the heart for it
to function. Leadership needs to communicate the mission and vision to ERGs for them
to be aligned with the organization’s goals. The heart needs to be exercised so that it can
be strong. Leadership needs to provide training to ERGs so they can strengthen their
members with leadership skills. ERGs were created to develop leadership pathways for
its membership (Green, 2018). When leadership provides opportunities for ERG
members to develop and grow, they can represent the organization in the communities
they serve by facilitating outreach. The heart is essential to the survival—and thriving—
of everything in the body, just like ERGs are essential to the spirit—the heart—of an
organization. ERGs members should be represented at every level of the organization.
The organization’s brain, that is, its leadership, can ensure that this happens.
Self-identification in Hispanic and Latin American Employees
Notably, the new insight of self-identification was not mentioned in the responses
of the African American participants. This may be owing to their race, and specifically,
their phenotype. When one sees an African American woman, she is immediately
identified as “not Caucasian.” Women of color, especially African American women, do
not experience pressure or privileges discretely but simultaneously (Afable, 2015; JeanMarie et al., 2009). The intersection of race and sex is inseparable. While tokenism is not
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their preferred way of getting a job, African American women have experienced it so
much that it is often commonplace to be the only one in the room. The additional
intersection of Hispanic or Latin American ethnicity does not appear as much because
race is not as evident (compared to the White “norm”). Indeed, the marked contrast
between very pale skin and dark skin, and the historical forces that have made this an
issue in the first place, immediately put weight on phenotype. Hispanic and Latino people
tend to be in the “middle” phenotypically, that is, neither as pale as a stereotypical White
person nor as dark as a stereotypical Black person. (Notably, “stereotypical” is a key
word here.)
For Hispanic and Latin American participants, ethnicity, immigration status, and
culture play a more prominent role than race in their experience of intersectionality,
suggesting tokenism. Tokenism is making a minimal and disingenuous effort for a
marginalized group, such as offering opportunities to minorities equal to those of the
majority without being concerned about qualifications or competence for the sake of
“optics” or filling a “quota” (Cook & Glass, 2013). This practice is problematic for the
organization as well as all employees, as it is demoralizing to everyone involved.
According to Merriam-Webster (2021), tokenism is the policy or practice of making only
a symbolic effort, such as desegregation, that yields an appearance of diminishing
institutional racism without actually integrating or including the marginalized people.
Hispanic and Latin American study participants stressed earning their place instead of
receiving an opportunity because they fill a quote or diversity checklist. They do not wish
to receive a position because of their racial or ethnic status; they want to be seen as filling
the role because they were the best candidate for that position.
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Diversity of Trauma Due to Ethnic Differences
This study demonstrated that participants experienced different kinds of trauma in
their personal or professional lives, both before and during their careers at M&T,
depending upon their racial or cultural background. For Hispanic and Latin American
participants, traumas were based on childhood, separation from their culture of origin,
and culture shock in moving to Buffalo, New York. The Hispanic and Latin American
participants’ trauma helped them find HOLA and do the work that would make others in
their cultural community feel welcomed and supported. In this way, the ERGs, which
started as a grassroots initiative to combat racial discrimination and promote inclusion in
the workplace, are fulfilling their original mandate (Annabi & Tari, 2018; Welbourne et
al., 2017). On the other hand, African American participants described trauma resulting
from institutional racism, stereotyping, and discrimination. African American participants
often questioned why they stayed with the organization but decided to help others by
sharing their stories and mentorship. In all of the stories shared, participants turned their
traumatic experiences into avenues to help others maneuver through the culture and
structure of M&T. In doing this work, several participants shared that they experienced
burnout in their efforts to turn such traumatic professional experiences into fodder for
growth and mentorship.
D&I Burnout Due to Lack of Diversity and Representation
Following the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless others—
and the increasing importance of the Black Lives Matter Movement—the push for
increased diversity and inclusion in corporate America has grown like never before
(Good, 2021). The impact of these deaths compromised the morale of African American
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employees. Educating non-African American colleagues was draining the life out of them
and rehashing the trauma that could occur to close friends and family members. Newly
concerned White colleagues may have attempted to express solidarity and support
without a deep knowledge of racial history or visceral understanding of the anxiety and
fear their African American colleagues were grappling with while still trying to be
professional and productive. All these employees needed support, in different ways.
Because there are so few African Americans in leadership positions, those in leadership,
of any race, must take the lead in initiating and facilitating conversations on why African
American employees are feeling the way they do, endeavoring to create a supportive
space for colleagues who may be collectively experiencing or suffering a particularity
unique to them, but which can be borne in solidarity by any or all of their concerned
colleagues. The employees are expected to show up and perform their duties as if nothing
happened.
African American numbers are at 11% of the workforce at M&T. Their D&I
burnout is related to constantly educating non-African Americans on being Black or
African American, igniting collective memories of the historical and contemporary
traumas of enslavement, institutional racism, and discrimination (Jean-Marie et al.,
2009). The constant Hispanic and Latin American D&I burnout is due to a lack of
diversity and representation, as they only comprise 3.2% of M&T’s workforce (Femi,
2020). With fewer people to do the work, the same people will be tapped on the should
do all of the work for the entire culture. In either case, D&I burnout is both real and
experienced differently. D&I burnout can impact the outcome of African American,
Hispanic, and Latin American employees. With fewer numbers, the work is expected to
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be done by the same people who, while happy to do the job, are exhausted at the same
time. Some participants are known more for their ERG work than for their actual position
as an employee of M&T.
Limitations
Several limitations impact the results of this study. The limitations include access
to participants during a pandemic, requirements for participation in the study, and
network stability.
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, only essential personnel were allowed to be onsite.
This led to all interviews being conducted via Zoom. This introduced technology issues
for participants who had not used Zoom before. The preferred technology for online
meetings at M&T is WebEx. For some participants, this was their first time using Zoom.
Because of their unfamiliarity with Zoom, the researcher had to give quick tutorials about
using it before the actual interview. Capturing the essence of the stories shared by
participants was done by allowing participants to be on camera during the interview. This
also allowed participants to pick the most comfortable environment to conduct the
interviews.
Network connectivity was another limitation during this study. Four participants
had network issues. Three participants were able to reconnect via Zoom to continue their
interviews. One participant had to call in to finish their discussion. For the participant
who had to call in, the disconnection of the interview occurred at the end of the interview,
and the call was used to validate many of the statements captured during the Zoom
portion.
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Another limitation that impacted this study was the requirements for participation.
The condition of 5 years of being a member of AARG or HOLA turned out to be a
challenge. Even though AARG and HOLA as general, or national, organizations have
been around for more than 5 years, many of their local charters have not. This created a
challenge to find employees who fit the criteria of having been a member for 5 or more
years. However, with the help of AARG and HOLA leadership, participants from AARG
of WNY, AARG Greater Washington, HOLA WNY, and HOLA Greater Washington—
ERGs that have been in existence for longer than 5 years—were vetted adequately for
this study.
The definition of women of color as a participant requirement was another
limitation. Women of color also include Asian, Pacific Islander, and Native American
women, just to name a few. The decision to limit participation to African American,
Hispanic, and Latin women was made because of the immediate access to these
demographics. This limitation also serves as a recommendation in the next section.
Recommendations
The focal point of this study was to look at the impact, if any, ERGs had on
African American, Hispanic, and Latin American women as they climbed the corporate
ladder. This was done through a hermeneutical phenomenology approach using IL as the
theoretical framework. The recommendations discussed are broken down into two
frames. The first one discussed is recommendations for practice. The second one
discussed is recommendations for future research.
Recommendations for Practice
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The leadership of M&T bank needs to understand and put into practice the
following for ERGs to be successful. The first theme arising from the study is
recognizing those doing the work in the ERGs.
Recognize the Work. These are voluntary organisms within the organization
responsible for representing the bank’s culture in the communities where they live and
serve. The leaders of these organizations are doing their regular duties on top of their
ERG duties, yet when it is time for promotional or development opportunities, these
leaders are not looked at to fill these roles. ERG work is a full-time job on its own, and
many participants expressed leadership opportunities, incentives, and acknowledgment of
the work these individuals are doing with recruitment, retention, community
collaborations, and representing their culture as they reflect their communities. A further
recommendation for practice is to capture statistical data on the ERGs.
Capture Statistical Data. If those doing the work can be recognized for their
efforts, these efforts can also be measured and tracked statistically. To further capture the
efficacy of these groups, data need to be collected. These data include membership
numbers, those doing the work, where they sit in the organization, identifying growth and
advancement opportunities, and identifying the impact of creating these groups compared
to the strategic imperatives established by the organization. The last recommendation for
practice is acknowledging bias and finding ways to mitigate this in policy, procedure, and
training.
Acknowledging Bias. Many participants shared stories of prejudice and
discrimination, yet when they went to HR, their accounts were not taken seriously. The
demographics of the HR department need to be constantly evaluated, especially as the
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demographics of organizations continue to diversify. Many participants stated during
their interviews that there is a lack of diversity in HR, which has limited it as a resource
for minority employees in certain situations and for certain programming. Further,
holding leadership accountable for their actions (or inactions) was discussed. Training
around social justice, unconscious bias, discrimination, and diversity should be mandated
for leadership. Policy, procedures, and processes need to be reviewed and revised. M&T
was founded on August 29, 1856. This was before the Civil War. There are systemic
policies concerning hiring practices, leadership makeup, and reporting practices that need
to be examined, revised, or eliminated for this organization to grow and prosper.
Leadership’s actions need to align with what they are vocalizing to the communities
where they live and serve.
Recommendation for Future Research
The other set of recommendations is for future research. These include expanding
the study to include other women of color, studying the impacts of self-identification,
reviewing external organizations that have ERGs for contrast and comparison purposes,
and researching ERGs from the vantage point of the sponsors of these groups.
The first recommendation would be to expand the study to include women from
Native American Resource Group (NARG), Asian Pacific American Resource Group
(APARG), and immigrant resource groups. Many of these women are women of color.
Getting their insights and perspectives on how these groups aided their career
advancement would be essential in adding to this body of knowledge.
Studying the impact of self-identification on immigrants (including and beyond
Hispanic and Latin Americans) would be another recommendation to add to this body of
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literature. Two participants in this study were immigrants. Items the researcher viewed as
advantages of Hispanic and Latin American culture were either not acknowledged or seen
as a detriment to obtaining employment was enlightening to this researcher. Getting a
better understanding of “why” would add to this body of research and aid in
recommendations for practice by influencing policies and procedures.
Another recommendation would be to interview other organizations that have
ERGs to see if their members have comparable experiences as those expressed at M&T
Bank. This would aid in validating the efficacy of these groups by comparing and
contrasting lived experiences of their participants.
The last recommendation for future research would be to interview sponsors of
these groups to see if they share the same sentiments as members. Getting the
perspectives of sponsors might also show a disconnect between ERG sponsors,
leadership, and its members. Identifying why leaders become sponsors of these groups
could also show their vested interests. A few of the participants discussed how some of
their sponsors were more concerned about how these groups benefited them individually
versus the benefits to the entire organization. Studies show that when leadership supports
these groups, they are more successful.
In summary, recommendations for practice include recognizing those doing the
work, capturing statistical data to show the validity of ERGs, and acknowledging bias in
policies, procedures, and training. Recommendations for future research include
expansion of the study to other women of color in minority ERGs such as NARG and
APARG, understanding self-identification for immigrants and its implications, Hispanic
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and Latin Americans, the expansion of the study to other organizations with ERGs, and
analyzing the impact of ERGs from the lens of sponsors.
Conclusion
Despite the numerous research on ERGs and their impact on women and
LGBTQ+ populations, there is limited research on their impact on African American,
Hispanic, and Latin American women.
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of ERGs on African
American, Hispanic, and Latin American women to see if they have contributed to
success in career advancement and professional development. This study addressed why
ERGs are essential not only to its membership but to the organization overall.
Participants shared initiatives and professional development facilitated by ERGs,
mentorship, sponsorship, networking with senior and executive leadership, and
promotional opportunities.
The research paradigm of this study was a hermeneutic phenomenological design
that aided the researcher in exploring the lived experiences of African American,
Hispanic, and Latin American women who have been members of ERGs for 5 or more
years. Through semi-structured interviews conducted via Zoom, the essence of their
participation and leadership in these groups was reflected in the stories shared by the
participants (Moustakas, 1994; Usher & Jackson, 2020).
The key findings revealed by this study are (a) ERGs are beneficial to women of
color and (b) ERGs facilitate the professional development of members. Specific actions
need to take place for ERGs to be successfully integrated into the organization’s culture.
Some new insights were revealed in this study. These insights were the lack of self-
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identification in the Hispanic and Latin American communities, the different forms of
trauma experienced by African Americans versus those experienced by Hispanic and
Latin Americans, and D&I burnout due to the lack of diversity and representation.
ERG benefits are the first key point discussed by study participants. The benefits
shared include the responsibility of ERG leadership and their impact on membership.
Some of these responsibilities include being the voice, providing programming and
opportunities for members, and being at the table. ERGs also serve as families because
they remind members of the cultural traditions shared by their families. Through the
responsibilities of being members of ERG families, many participants felt empowered.
Members felt empowered as members of ERGs, while others were self-empowered to
facilitate work within ERGs. This study also revealed that empowerment might be linked
to its connection with leadership based on one’s position within the organization.
Empowerment was also displayed through initiatives facilitated by ERGs. Tangible
initiatives that ERGs facilitated showed how they represent the organization in the
communities they live and serve and the impact of these efforts on these communities.
Professional development was the second key point that came out of this study.
Participants discussed the foundation of their ERGs and how leadership was behind their
creation but participated in development activities. Professional development also leads
to leadership development and opportunities. Participants also spoke of professional
development when it comes to leadership. Leadership needs to provide equitable
educational opportunities, invest in ERGs, and provide continued education, support, and
reinforce good behaviors and practices for ERGs to flourish. ERG professional
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development series help develop future leaders while allowing members to grow
personally and professionally.
Successful implementation of ERGs into the culture and strategic plan for the
organization was the third key point shared by participants. Acknowledgment of the work
done by participants is vital for successful implementation because these groups are
voluntary. Members often perform duties for these groups by sacrificing time with
family. This sacrifice made by ERGs members should be acknowledged and recognized
by leadership. Some leaders may view ERGs as extracurricular activities or hobbies for
their members. These groups are the grassroots of the organization because they have a
direct connection to the communities the organization serves. ERGs provide the element
of family to their members, highlighting and celebrating the accomplishments of their
cultures, and are integral to the morale and productivity of the organization. One of the
missions of ERGs is to mitigate bias and discrimination, yet such bias is still prevalent in
organizational policies, procedures, and practices. Participants provided vivid examples
of bias that need to be addressed by leadership for these groups to be considered an
integral part of the organization. Neglecting to address bias and discrimination is causing
many key people to leave the organization. ERGs are the organization’s heart because
they represent the humanity, through culture and community, who make up its workforce.
Systems need to be put in place to support the heart and its essential task of nourishing
the body (or organizational body politic, as it were).
New insights emerged from the study. The first one addresses self-identification
in the Hispanic and Latin American communities. Hispanic and Latin American
participants do not view being multicultural as an advantage. They consider their
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“multiculturalism” a means to discriminate against them because of their (real or
presumed) immigrant status and preference to stay close to their culture of origin.
Another insight was the notion of trauma. African American participants discussed
stereotyping bias and discrimination as traumas they experienced on the job. Hispanic
and Latin Americans experience trauma concerning culture shock and isolation from their
culture of origin. These forms of trauma profoundly affect the participants and are the
basis for how they survive on the job today. The final new insight for this study is D&I
burnout arising from a lack of diversity and representation.
Based on the findings of this study, it is apparent that ERGs are essential to the
culture and corporate structure of an organization. These groups provide vital connections
to leadership through mentorship, sponsorship, and networking opportunities. The
members of these groups reflect the communities they live and work in. ERGs facilitate
professional and career development not only for their members but also for the
organization as a whole, which is genuinely beneficial to African American, Hispanic,
and Latin American women and other people of color. The evidence also shows that
more work, support, and recognition are needed for these group members to succeed.
Organizations depend on ERGs for recruitment and retention activities and community
outreach, yet their efforts go unnoticed by leadership.
The researcher’s aim is that this study serves as evidence and validation that
ERGs are essential to the culture, growth, and stability of the organization’s workforce
and the organization’s vitality to remain competitive within the industry. Support means
more than remuneration, or even funding, though that always helps. Fundamental support
means that leaders participate in programming and professional development, seek to be
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present in the community with ERGs, acknowledge the work being done in these groups,
and identify and mitigate the biases preventing members from growing and advancing
into leadership positions within the organization.
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Appendix A
Dissertation Permission Letter
Glenn Jackson
Chief Diversity Officer
One M & T Plaza
345 M ain Street, 7th Fl
Hum an Resources
Diversity & Inclusion
716-842-5713
gjackson@m tb.com

Dear sir or madam:
I want to offer my authorization for Cynetra Ferguson to conduct her dissertation study at
M&T Bank. The topic of her dissertation is “Employee Resource Groups” Impact on Women of
Color.
Cynetra will be interviewing members of our Hola and AARG Resource Groups. They
will share their experience in these groups and how it has impacted their careers. In addition, as
members of these groups, the influence it has on their careers and if it contributed to their
advancement.
I am confident that Cynetra’s curiosity and professionalism will lead to in depth
remarkable interviews for her dissertation.
Sincerely,

Glenn Jackson
Chief Diversity Officer
M&T Bank Corporation
716-901-3097
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Appendix B
Access to Participants’ Email
Dear AARG & HOLA Presidents:
As you know, I have received permission to conduct my research from St. John
Fisher College IRB. My topic of study is “ERGs’ Impact on Hispanic and African
American Women of Color,” which will be used in order to fulfill a partial requirement
for the Ed.D. in Executive Leadership at St. John Fisher College in Rochester, NY. I will
interview five women from each group to learn more about who they are, what enticed
them to the financial institution, their definition of an ERG, why they joined
AARG/HOLA, and how the group aided in their professional development and career
advancement. I am asking for your collaboration by emailing the attached request for
participation announcement to your membership. I will be happy to share my results once
my dissertation is complete. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at
cferguson1@mtb.com or ctf02497@sjfc.edu. I look forward to our collaboration.
Sincerely,

Cynetra T. Ferguson
Ed. D. Executive Leadership Doctoral Candidate
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Invitation to Participate
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Appendix D
Interview Questions
Can you talk briefly about your background and experiences so far in this organization?
Probing Question – What made you come to this company?
Probing Question – How long have you worked here?
Probing Question – Which leadership positions have you held?
Do you have previous experience with ERGs?
Probing Question – What interested you about that ERG?
Probing Question – How long have you been a member of this ERG?
Probing Question – Which ERGs do you belong to?
Probing Question – What role has this ERG played in your life as an employee?
What are your thoughts on the role of ERGs within this organization?
Probing Question – In what ways has the organization’s leadership supported
your ERG? Provide an example.
Probing Question - How might ERGs be integrated as a core component of the
corporate structure and culture?
Probing Question - How do you feel organizations without ERGs handle minority
relations?
Can you discuss how your ERG has aided your professional development and career
advancement?
Probing Question – How empowered are you as a member of an ERG?
Probing Question – Provide an example of an initiative you helped your ERG
facilitate.
Is there anything else you would like for me to know regarding ERGs not covered in this
interview?
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Appendix E
Interview Agenda
The researcher read this to each participant at the beginning of the interview.
Thank you for participating in this study which examines the impact of ERGs on
women of color. Do you have any questions regarding the consent form? As you know,
you have agreed to a virtual interview for approximately 90 minutes. I have your consent
form here where you agreed to being videotaped during the interview. Just to remind you,
this is a study on the impact ERGs have on women of color. ERGs (employee resource
groups) are defined as voluntary groups of employees coming together to promote
diversity and inclusion initiatives set forth by an organization by facilitating interaction
and social engagement to support and address issues of common interests.
First thing we have to do is pick a pseudonym. The reason for this is to keep your
anonymity in the study. Next, you will be asked interview questions based on your lived
experience as a member of AARG or HOLA. I will end the interview with closing
statements.
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